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Preface 


This book might be called an exercise in foolhardiness. 1 say this not only 
because it seeks to deal in a single volume with two different historical 
subjects over a long span of time but also because the two subjects are very 
new. Neither the theory nor the substance of the history of women and the 
family has been worked out yet. Unlike other historical fields, where the 
framework of analysis has been well established for many years, in the his¬ 
tory of women and the family there is no basic historical text or even an 
accepted periodization. Peter Laslett of Cambridge University, perhaps the 
best-known historian of the family, pointed out in 1972 that a comprehen¬ 
sive bibliography on the family listed some 12,000 items published in the 
20th century down to 1964. Over half of the titles in the list, Laslett no¬ 
ticed, appeared within the preceding ten years, and 95 per cent of them 
were published after 1928! And even at that, only 250 titles out of the 
12,000 actually dealt with the history of the family. The literature on the 
history of women goes back somewhat farther than that, but prior to 1965 
the production of work in that field had not been much greater than for 
the history of the family. The most recent bibliography on the history of 
women in the United States, compiled by Gerda Lerner, runs to almost 80 
pages; most of the titles in it were published after 1950. 

The novelty of the subject, however, is only one reason for calling this 
book an exercise in foolhardiness. The strongest reason is that the aim of 
the book is to integrate these two fields. For the truth of the matter is that, 
though women and the family have been obviously connected in history as 
they are in life, in academic studies they have developed almost indepen- 
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dently of one another. Historians in one field have generally researched 
and written their works with only minimal references to the efforts of his¬ 
torians in the other. It is quite common, for example, to read articles and 
even books on the history of the family without encountering any mention 
of women and their lives other than the recognition—often indirect at 
that—that they married men, bore and reared children, and thus were in¬ 
cluded in every family. Historians of the family, to be sure, calculate and 
record such things as women’s age at first marriage, number of children 
borne, and age at widowhood; yet they rarely see women as active forces 
in the development of the family or in its day-to-day activities. 

Similarly, historians of women have written whole books on women in 
the past without more than passing recognition that throughout most of 
history more women have been involved to a greater extent in the family 
than in any other institution in Western society except perhaps nunneries, 
houses of prostitution, and girls’ schools. Part of the reason why historians 
of women have tended to ignore women’s role in the family is that wom¬ 
en’s history until very recently has usually been viewed as just another 
aspect of traditional history. Thus historians of women have written about 
those things women have done in the past which were similar to, if not 
identical with, those things which traditional history has emphasized, such 
as being active in government, in war, in science, in business, in labor, or 
in any number of areas outside of the family. After all, until most recently, 
as Laslett’s observation reminds us, the family has not been a concern of 
historians. Now that it is, the moment has arrived, however foolhardy it 
might seem, to try to bring together in a single book these two novel fields, 
the subjects of which are so intertwined. 

The purpose of this book, however, extends beyond the goal of bringing 
together for the first time the history of women and the history of the fam¬ 
ily in the United States. It seeks to show as well that not only are the two 
subjects intertwined, but that, in order to understand one, the other must 
also be understood. In short, the book is designed not only to tell the story 
of American women and the American family over the last two centuries, 
but to show as concretely and analytically as possible how the interaction 
has shaped the family and the life of women down to the present. 

As the title suggests, it is at once a primary argument and a basic as¬ 
sumption of the book that the equality of women and the institution of the 
family have long been at odds with each other. The historic family has 
depended for its existence and character on women’s subordination. Sub¬ 
ordination here is intended as neutrally as possible. It means simply that 
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the family’s existence assumes that a woman will subordinate her individ¬ 
ual interest to those of others—the members of her family. Feminism, or 
even the less egalitarian term, women’s autonomy within the family, calls 
that assumption into question and, in the case of feminism, seeks its ul¬ 
timate elimination. Women and the family, in truth, have been in enduring 
tension for at least two centuries. This book is the story of the evolution of 
that tension, what it has meant for women and the family in the past, and 
what it portends for women and the family today and tomorrow. 

It is not accidental that the movement for women’s emancipation and 
the emergence of what I call the modern American family occurred at 
about the same time—namely, at the end of the 18th century and the 
beginning of the 19th. The interaction of these two developments offers 
present-day Americans—not only women—an uncertain prospect. The re¬ 
lationship between women and the family is today, I believe, on the verge 
of potentially fundamental change, but the extent of that change and 
therefore the future of women’s emancipation and the future of the family 
are quite unclear. It is my belief that to view this enduring tension between 
women and the family in the long perspective of tv/o centuries may help 
Americans to make the personal and social decisions the immediate future 
seems to have in store for us. To understand how one has arrived at the 
present point not only is a purpose of history but is also a good way to 
begin to face up to a choice. 

As noted already, women’s history and the history of the family have 
not had much to do with one another as disciplines. One sign of that sepa¬ 
ration has been the different kinds of historical evidence each has relied 
upon. This is obviously not the place to try to explain why the two fields 
have moved in different directions, but that they have is germane to at 
least one thing this book tries to do. By and large, the historians of the 
family have emphasized the use of statistical evidence, usually data derived 
from census schedules. Since most historians of the family have come out 
of disciplines like demography and economics, where statistics are an im¬ 
portant part of the tradition of the field, they have namrally emphasized 
such sources. Very few historians of women, however, make much use of 
statistical data, for most of them have come out of a tradition of research 
that has emphasized personal documents like letters, diaries, and literary 
sources in general. My aim in this book has been to integrate the methods 
of the two fields as well as the two subjects. NXlierever possible I have 
drawn upon statistical evidence in order to preseirt a broadly based argu¬ 
ment; yet I have also tried to flesh out such evidence, especially for the 
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19th century, with written personal documents, which permit us to learn 
about feelings, intentions, and reactions of people in the past. 

Unfortunately, personal writings for certain kinds of families are much 
more limited than for others. Few poor, immigrant, or Afro-American 
families, especially during the 19th century, left letters or other, personal 
sources on which to base a discussion of the internal relationships compa¬ 
rable to that which I have been able to draw on for families of the middle 
and upper classes. Thus the analysis of these less visible groups in the past 
will have to rely more heavily upon statistical evidence than I would like. 

In that respect, as in so much else in connection with the history of 
women and the family, this book is only a beginning, not an ending. By 
trying to construct a synthesis of the history of women and the history of 
the family, this book, it is hoped, will serve as a stimulus to others to write 
a more comprehensive and more substantially based synthesis in the fu¬ 
ture. This effort at combining the two fields will make a contribution to 
the subject even if it does nothing more than provide scholars with an op¬ 
portunity to pick holes in it. 

Just because this book is a beginning and not a definitive interpretation, 
throughout it I have tried to make clear to the lay or general reader—for 
whom the book is really intended—how I have arrived at my conclusions 
or interpretations. Cognizant of the novelty of the synthesis as well as the 
recency of the two fields, I have made as clear as I can the logical and 
evidentiary bases of my analysis. In any case, written history, it seems to 
me, is most interesting when it is frankly recognized to be a tentative effort 
to order the myriad facts of the past rather than an immutable narrative 
that was magically uncovered by some Olympian figure called a historian. 

One reason I deplore the lack of personal documents for the writing of 
the history of working-class, Afro-American, or immigrant families is that 
only through such evidence can the historian begin to get inside the heads 
of those who lived in the past and are now dead. One of the central aims 
of this book is to provide the reader with some sense of what it was like to 
be a woman in America, particularly in the 19th century, a period now 
outside the direct experience of the great majority of living persons. As a 
result, there are chapters on women’s activities outside the family as well 
as inside it, on women’s participation in the paid work force, and on ef¬ 
forts of women to control fertility. Several chapters seek to make clear, 
too, what it meant to be a woman—to bear children, to rear them, to 
maintain a household, and to minister to a husband. For an important jus¬ 
tification of history is that it attempts to give to those who are alive today 
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to discuss such questions at those points in the book where they are perti¬ 
nent. Thus the question of how women’s history must differ from the his¬ 
tory of other subordinate groups is discussed in Chapter I, while the rele¬ 
vance of women’s sexuality to the explanation of woman’s subordination 
is commented on in Chapter XL The important but admittedly difficult 
and speculative question as to why the modern family and women’s awak¬ 
ening to self emerged together at the end of the 18th century is tentatively 
explored in Chapter VIII. Then, in Chapter II my method for studying the 
interna! dynamics of the 19th-century family is critically assessed. 

In the end, of course, a book that seeks to pull together the history of 
women and the family over a span of two centuries must be heavily depen¬ 
dent upon the work of others; a single author cannot gather all the neces¬ 
sary information, much less arrive at the interpretations from his own, 
unaided efforts. As a result, I have borrowed with both hands from the 
researches of other scholars. In a number of places in the text I have at 
least acknowledged my dependence upon them by name, for I think the 
reader should know of that dependence when it is substantial. At other times 
I have identified the sources of my information in notes at the back of the 
book, where they will not distract the general reader who has no interest 
in sources, but where they can be consulted by a scholar or specialist who 
may want to verify the basis of my statements in the text. For the conve¬ 
nience of specialists and in order to avoid the necessity of an extensive bib¬ 
liography, each reference in the notes is given in full the first time it is cited 
in each chapter. All quotations, moreover, are identified in the backnotes, 
but otherwise the footnoting is kept to a minimum. Usually items within a 
given paragraph are grouped together in a single backnote, with the refer¬ 
ences arranged in order of the appearance of the information in the para¬ 
graph. I have not documented all statements in the text, merely those that 
might not be immediately evident to specialists, either from the mentioning 
of the author in the text, or from familiarity with the literature of the field. 


Stanford, California 
April 1979 


C. N. D. 
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The Emergence 

of the Modern American Family 


In every branch of written history, whether that of ancient Egypt, ancient 
China, medieval Europe, or modern America, the record shows that the 
family has been the vehicle through which men and women have entered 
upon life. In the family they have been born, there they have been trained 
to take a place in society as adults, and from there they go out to begin the 
cycle all over again with their own children. Even more significant as a 
measure of the antiquity and fundamental nature of the family is that an¬ 
thropological studies of cultures far removed in character from so-called 
civilized societies have turned up virtually none which lacked a family life. 

What is meant by a family? It is useful to set forth the essential elements 
if only because the very omnipresence of the family renders it almost invis¬ 
ible. Because we are truly immersed in the family we rarely have to define 
it or describe it to one another. For our purposes here the family may be 
said to consist of five elements. The first is that a family begins with a rit¬ 
ual between a woman jand a man, a ceremony that we call marriage, and 
which implies long duration, if not permanence, for the relationship. The 
second is that the partners have duties and rights of parenthood that are 
also socially recognized and defined. For the family has everywhere been 
the way in which the human being is socialized. There are several other 
ways to prepare children for adulthood, to be sure, but all of them are very 
recent in origin (orphanage, kibbutz, commune), and around none of them 
has a whole society yet been organized. A third element is that husband, 
wife, and children live in a common place. This aspect, it needs to be said, 
is the least univjsrsal. Anthropologist George P. Murdock in his analysis of 
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the literature on some five hundred different cultures points out that in 
about one-fourth of them the father lives apart from mother and children 
at least for a portion of the time. But in the great majority of even those 
cases the distance between the houses of father and mother is slight. A 
fourth element in the definition of a family is that there are reciprocal eco¬ 
nomic obligations between husband and wife—that is, they both work for 
the family, even though the amount and kind of labor or production may 
be far from equal. Fifth, the family also serves as a means of sexual satis¬ 
faction for the partners, though not necessarily as an exclusive one. 

The striking fact is that there are very few societies known to anthropol¬ 
ogists in which a family with at least these characteristics does not exist. 
One of the few exceptions is worth looking at because it is so rare. The 
Nayars of southern India, in fact, no longer exist as a living culture, so 
what anthropologists know about them comes from what can be remem¬ 
bered by the people in the area, none of whom live as the Nayars did. 
Among the Nayars paternity was apparently a one-night thing, offspring 
being reared by the mother and her female relatives. The actual father of 
the child was usually not known, since the mother willingly accepted pass¬ 
ing visitors as sexual partners. Since the “visiting husbands” came only at 
night, the relationships hardly involved either a marriage or a common res¬ 
idence. The relationship also lacked any permanence or rights of parentage 
since all that was expected of the “visiting husband” who acknowledged 
paternity was that he pay the costs of the midwife! Beyond that there were 
no reciprocal economic obligations between the parents.^ 

On the face of it, the Nayars had no families, as we have defined them, 
if what their descendants remembered was in fact the way they behaved. 
But in the wide spectrum of human cultures the Nayars are such an excep¬ 
tion that Murdock, after his survey of the ethnographical literature, still 
pronounced the family to be universal. And even if one takes the Nayars as 
an exception, the generalization is changed only to say almost, or virtually, 
universal. 

Certainly throughout Western civilization the family has exhibited all of 
the characteristics set forth in the basic definition. And indeed because 
these fundamentals are universal, the family has usually been thought of as 
changeless, as without a history. But when one moves beyond the skeletal 
definition of the family to examine it in different societies and at different 
times—even within the Western tradition—it quickly becomes clear that 
the family has changed over time and therefore, in fact, does have a his¬ 
tory. The new field of family history has been interested in discerning both 
change and continuity in the long history of the family in the West. 
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One significant consequence of the recent historical interest in the family 
has been the discovery that the extended family, in which parents and their 
children live in the same household with their own parents, has not been 
usual at all. Throughout the national societies of Europe today and as 
far back as the Middle Ages, at least, the great majority of people has been 
reared in nuclear families—two parents and their offspring only. Thus a 
commonplace of sociology of twenty years ago that before indus¬ 
trialization the extended family was the characteristic unit of socialization 
has been shown to be without basis in fact. No more than one-fifth of all 
households, so far as present research can tell, has been extended in this 
sense, and in many societies the proportion has been much less than that. 
To say this, of course, does not mean that nuclear families have had no 
contact with grandparents or other kin. In fact, they often had a consider¬ 
able amount, since kin frequently settled or cluster<rd together. But in the 
day-to-day life of the family in western Europe and North America since at 
least the Reformation, the nuclear family has been the primary familial ex¬ 
perience of the average person. 

If the nuclearity of the family has been unchanged over the last five cen¬ 
turies, other aspects of the family have changed. Prior to the opening of 
the 19th century the vast majority of people in the world lived on farms or 
in peasant villages. And for almost all of them the family was a coopera¬ 
tive economic unit, with children and mother working along with hus¬ 
band, even though usually there was a division of labor by gender. This 
was true whether production was for subsistence or for sale. Evein those 
relatively few families which lived and worked in towns acted as coopera¬ 
tive enterprises in their shops, inns, and other busmesses. Home and work 
were close together, and wife and husband participated in both. Some ex¬ 
ceptions existed, to be sure. Here and there, even in medieval times, large 
enterprises like shipyards, certain kinds of mines, and woolen mills (many 
hand-powered looms) required male workers to be separated from the 
family for at least a substantial part of the day or even longer. But the fam¬ 
ilies in which this occurred were a negligible proportion of the population 
in any society prior to the 18th century. Especially was this true of the Eng¬ 
lish colonies in North America before the Revolution. At that time well 
over 90 per cent of the people lived outside the fevt^ cities, and the number 
of large-scale enterprises within the cities and towns could be counted on 
the fingers of two hands. This situation would change dramatically with 
the spread of the industrial factory system in both Europe and America 
after the 18th century. 

Families in America and western Europe prior to the American Revolu- 
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tion were thus very much like those anywhere else in the world. Every so¬ 
ciety on the globe was then pre-industrial or “less developed,” to use mod¬ 
ern terminology. Yet in two respects families in western Europe differed 
from all other families. They differed as to when the families began^—that 
is, the ages of marriage—and in the proportion of the population which 
ever married. The age of marriage in western Europe was substantially 
later than in eastern Europe, and the rest of the world. Moreover, the 
proportion of women who never married in western Europe was at least 
double and not infrequently triple and quadruple that in the societies of 
eastern Europe. Let us look at this phenomenon a little more closely. 

If a line is drawn across the map of Europe from roughly Trieste on the 
Adriatic northward to Leningrad on the Baltic, the countries west of that 
line show a significantly higher age at marriage and a lower proportion of 
men and women ever married than those countries to the east of the line. 
The marriage statistics which John Hajnal, who first discovered this strik¬ 
ing difference, has collected are dramatic in their contrast. The pattern is 
particularly obvious around 1900, when the registration of vital statistics 
achieved some reliability throughout Europe. The contrast is evident in the 
following table, which uses Belgium and Sweden as representatives of the 
western European pattern, and Bulgaria and Serbia for the eastern Euro¬ 
pean. Notice that 85 per cent of Belgian males were single at age 24, while 
only 58 per cent of Bulgarian males were. Similarly, at ages 45-49, some 
16 per cent of Belgian males were still unmarried as against 3 per cent of 
Bulgarian males. The same differences are apparent in regard to females, 
and between Swedes and Serbians. 


Per cent single at various ages 1900 


Country 

{20-24) 

Males 

(25-29) 

[45-^9) 

{20-24) 

Females 

(25-29) 

(45^9) 

Belgium 

85 

50 

16 

71 

41 

17 

Sweden 

92 

61 

13 

80 

52 

19 

Bulgaria 

58 

23 

3 

24 

3 

1 

Serbia 

50 

18 

3 

16 

2 

1 


Hajnal found that wherever he looked in Europe the differences between 
East and West held. Even as late as 1926, despite the modernizing revolu¬ 
tion in Russia, the pattern was clear. Only 3 per cent of men and 4 per 
cent of women in the U.S.S.R. at that date were still single at ages 45-49 
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as compared with 11 per cent of men and 12 per cent of women in France 
in 1900. The pattern of early marriage and a very high proportion of mar¬ 
ried, Hajnal has shown, also prevailed in Asia and North Africa. As late as 
1920, for example, 69 per cent of women in Japan were already married 
at ages 20-24, while only 2 per cent of them were unmarried at age 
45^9. These figures may be compared with the figures from Britain in 
1900, when at ages 20-24 only 27 per cent of women were married, and 
at age 45-49 some 15 per cent remained unmarried. 

Apparently, the western European pattern is a modern phenomenon, for 
the eastern European practice of early marriage and very high proportion 
of married people was also characteristic of western Europe in the Middle 
Ages and in antiquity. Why late marriages and relatively low proportions 
of married people emerged only after the 15th century in western Europe 
and did not develop elsewhere in the world is not known. But the eco¬ 
nomic and demographic implications of its development in western Europe 
are clearly important. Late marriage and a high proportion of people who 
never married had a direct, downward effect upon the number of children 
born to a family. And that, in turn, affected the ability of people to save 
and accumulate wealth for investment and economic growth.^ 

The British colonies in North America in the 17th century constituted a 
partial, if temporary exception to the pattern in western European socie¬ 
ties. In 17th-century America, the age of marriage for women was consid¬ 
erably lower than in contemporary England or on the Continent. In 
Andover, Massachusetts, for example, the average age of marriage for 
women married between 1650 and 1675 was 21.3 years, as compared 
with the mean of 27 years in a contemporary English town. In another 
New England town, Dedham, the average age of first marriage for women 
in the late 17th century was 22.5 years. For women born between 1600 
and 1700 in Plymouth; Massachusetts, the age of first marriage for females 
varied between 20.2 and 22.3. Males, on the other hand, seemed to have 
followed the western European pattern. The mean age of men in Plymouth 
in the 17th century varied from 27 at the beginning of the century to 24.6 
at the end. In Hingham, Massachusetts, the average age of first marriage 
for men was 27.4 years at the end of the 17th century and 26.4 at the end 
of the 18th century. Throughout the colonial period the average age of 
marriage for men in Andover, Massachusetts, was slightly above 26 years. 
But even for women the average age rose in the course of the 18th century, 
thus bringing them into line with the pattern in western Europe. 

At the time of the American Revolution the average age was 24 for 
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women at Andover and 23,5 at Hingham. A study of some 250 Quaker 
families at the end of the 18th century showed a high proportion of un¬ 
married persons at age 50, in conformity with the western European prac¬ 
tice. Slightly over 12 per cent of the males and almost 16 per cent of the 
females in these families were unmarried. About 10 per cent of colonial 
period Andover women never married, a proportion that was somewhat 
lower than for 19th-century Europe, but considerably higher than any fig¬ 
ures for the eastern European countries in 1900.^ In sum, at the time of 
the Revolution, according to the somewhat limited, though consistent evi¬ 
dence from several colonial communities, American families exhibited the 
western European pattern of late marriages, and with around 10 to per¬ 
haps 15 per cent of women never marrying at all. 

The shift in the age of marriage for women from the 17th to the 18th 
century was only the beginning of the changes in the American family that 
are discernible around the time of the Revolution. The family was then on 
the verge of rather significant alterations, not only in its structure, but in 
its more important internal dynamics as well. 

It is an argument of this book that what today we speak of as the mod¬ 
ern American family emerged first in the years between the American Rev¬ 
olution and about 1830. The years are not meant to be taken precisely; 
they simply suggest the outer limits of the period of transition from the 
traditional to the modern family in America. And even then the shift is un¬ 
even and slow. Yet by the 1830s one can discern quite clearly a form of 
family that differed in several respects from that which had prevailed prior 
to the Revolution. This newly emergent family in the 19th century exhi¬ 
bited at least four broad characteristics that had been absent from most 
families of western European culture in previous centuries. These charac¬ 
teristics will be set forth here only in outline, since it is the job of sub¬ 
sequent chapters to fill out the details and to show more specifically how 
19th-century families differed from those of earlier times in America. 

One. The marriage which initiated the modern family was based upon 
affection and mutual respect between the partners, both at the time of 
family formation and in the course of its life. The woman in the marriage 
enjoyed an increasing degree of influence or autonomy within the family. 

Two. The primary role of the wife was the care of children and the 
maintenance of the home. Furthermore, the wife, as the mistress of the 
home, was perceived by society and herself as the moral superior of the 
husband, though his legal and social inferior. The organizational basis for 
this relationship was that woman’s life was physically spent within the 
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home and with the family, while the man’s was largely outside the home, 
at work. The ideological justification of this division of labor and activity 
will be referred to as “the doctrine of the two spheres,” or “separate 
spheres.” 

Three. The attention, energy, and resources of parents in the emerging 
modern family were increasingly centered upon the; rearing of their off¬ 
spring. Children were now perceived as being different from adults and de¬ 
serving not only of material care but of solicitude and love as well. Child¬ 
hood was deemed a valuable period in the life of every person and to be 
sharply distinguished in character and purpose from adulthood. Parent¬ 
hood thus became a major personal responsibility, perhaps even a burden. 

Four. The modern family on the average is significantly smaller in size 
than the family of the 18 th and previous centuries, a change that has 
major consequences for women, as well as for the family. 

Because these four elements have continued to be characteristic of the 
family in the United States in the second half of the 20th century, their 
presence among a significant proportion of the American population dur¬ 
ing the opening decades of the 19th century justifies our seeing the 
emergence of the modern family in those years. 

Let us begin to look at the emergence of the mod<jrn American family in 
the order in which the family itself began—^with the decision to marry. 
How was the choice of marital partner made and what was the signifi¬ 
cance of the basis of the choice? In the half-century after the Revolution 
the bases of marriage began to change in a decidedly modern direction. In¬ 
creasingly, free choice by the partners became the basis of family forma¬ 
tion. Today it is axiomatic that personal happiness and the affection of the 
two partners for each other are the only proper foundation for a rnarriage 
and the family that follows. Such a conception of marriage has not always 
been the way in which families were established. Affection was rnqst un¬ 
likely to be a basis of marriage if the families of origin of the young people 
held large amounts of property. For to permit a marriage to take place on 
the basis of personal or individual preference or whim, rather than by ref¬ 
erence to family needs and prospects, threatened a family’s holdings and 
perhaps its long-term future. That was why European crowned heads and 
noble families insisted that the marriage choices of <::hildren be in the hands 
of parents. Lesser men and women also insisted upon it. In 16th-century 
Protestant Geneva, for instance, a man could not marry under the age of 
twenty without his father’s consent, or, in case the father was dead, that of 
his mother or relative. In Catholic France, royal edicts stipulated that 
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parental consent to marry was necessary for a woman until twenty-five 
and for a man until thirty. As late as 1639 even a son who was over age in 
France could be disinherited if he married for the first time against his 
parents’ wishes. Historian Lawrence Stone tells of one Michael Went¬ 
worth, who, in 1558, stipulated in his will that if any of his daughters did 
not accept the choice of marital partner named by his executors “but of 
their own fantastical brain bestow themselves upon a light person” their 
estate would be reduced from 100 to 66 pounds. Stone called this “power¬ 
ful posthumous economic blackmail,” a practice that American fathers of 
the 17th century were not hesitant to follow.^ In Andover, Massachusetts, 
for instance, fathers who owned land used their control over it to influ¬ 
ence, if not to shape, their sons’ decisions about marriage. By delaying the 
turning over of their land to their sons, fathers could determine when and 
perhaps whom sons would marry. 

By the 18th century, however, parental control over the marital choices 
of their children weakened. Philip Greven, who studied colonial Andover, 
found that by the mid-18th century fathers were not using their land so 
frequently to influence their sons’ marital decisions. A clearer measure of 
the decline in parental control over grown children and the corresponding 
improvement in the children’s freedom of choice in marriage is provided 
by Daniel Scott Smith’s study of another colonial town, Hingham, Mas¬ 
sachusetts. Smith found that in marriages contracted before 1780 the age 
of the bridegroom, on the average, was almost two years higher if the fa¬ 
ther died after age 60 than it was with men whose fathers died before 60. 
That is, if the father lived beyond the median age of fathers at the marriage 
of the oldest son (60 years), then the sons’ time of marriage was delayed, 
presumably because the fathers would not let them marry or would not 
give them the land necessary for the support of a wife and family. In the 
marriages formed between 1781 and 1840, however, the average dif¬ 
ference in the ages of marriage of the two sets of sons was negligible—only 
three months. This suggests that by the last two decades of the 18th and 
the opening of the 19th century, a father’s influence over a son’s choice of 
decision was much less than it had been before the American Revolution. 
A study of Concord, Massachusetts, has come up with the same results, 
though using 1760 as the dividing date. After that date the difference in 
age of marriage was less than ten months, but before 1760 the difference 
was 1.5 to 2 years. Moreover, the Concord study found that prior to 1770 
the eldest son was twice as likely to succeed to his father’s occupation as 
would be expected by chance. After 1770, the other brothers were more 
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mother of her love for the young man, she submitted “herself wholly to 
the wishes of my Father and you, convinced that my happiness is your 
warmest wish. . . They checked out the young; man’s reputation and 
prospects and quickly agreed to the marriage. Even more reflective of the 
daughter’s freedom of choice was the reaction of Mary Peirce’s father to 
the request of Henry Poor for his daughter’s hand. Poor had already ob¬ 
tained Mary’s consent, he assured the father. Since the Peirces had com¬ 
plete confidence in her judgment, Peirce wrote back, “we submit the sub¬ 
ject suggested in your communication entirely to her decision. . . .”® 

The references to personal happiness in both Mary Robart’s and Eliza¬ 
beth Southgate’s letters are significant, for they reveal the goal behind a 
couple’s freedom of choice. Southgate put the matter quite baldly, she 
thought her suitor “better calculated to promote my happiness than any 
person I have yet seen.” This expression of individualism, as against the 
collective interest of the family, was made in 1802, and with her parents’ 
tacit acknowledgment of its rightness. The journal of Sarah Ripley of Mas¬ 
sachusetts between 1810 and 1812, in which she recorded her movement 
toward matrimony, also noted that happiness was the expected objective 
of marriage. Although at one point her meetings with her male friend were 
less promising than she would have liked, she believed that “hope still 
soothes my heart and whispers happiness to come.” Significant, too, was 
the fact that throughout the long courtship—five years—her father seemed 
to play no role at all, except to provide the job that made the marriage 
possible. Clearly, parents as well as children considered personal, individ¬ 
ual happiness the goal of marriage. “There is nothing on this earth that in¬ 
terests me so much as that he may in all respects be worthy of her,” wrote 
a North Carolina planter in 1838 to his son about the suitor of his daugh¬ 
ter, “and calculated in mind and morals to make her happy. This is my 
greatest solicitude.”^ 

The role parents played by the latter half of the 19th century was well 
summed up in a letter in 1871 from Hyland Rice, a young physician, to 
Robert W. Waterman. In formal, even stilted language, Rice asked Water¬ 
man’s permission to marry his daughter. “She and I have discovered our 
mutual affection and have concluded, with the permission of her mother 
and yourself, to run the two courses of our lives into one.” Rice asked per¬ 
mission even though he acknowledged, as he put it in the letter, that Wa¬ 
terman did not think he was “the man suitable above all other men to 
make her life happier.” Nevertheless, Rice promised to do his best to en¬ 
sure her happiness and to mend his ways in order to achieve that goal. 
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Once again it is clear that happiness was the purpose of marriage and that 
mutual affection was its justification. Whatever Waterman’s earlier objec¬ 
tions to Rice may have been, he did not withold his consent, and ap¬ 
parently Rice had not expected him to once Mary’s agreement had been 
gained. (Something of the weight accorded the personal choice of a son or 
daughter is measured in the remark of a North Carolina woman on an im¬ 
pending marriage between the daughter of a wealthy planter and a Roman 
Catholic suitor: “the family (one and all) dislike the match exceedingly,” 
but it went forward nonetheless.^®) 

When people in the 19th century spoke of the purposes of marriage, 
they were most likely to refer to “love” or affection as the basis of the at¬ 
traction between marital partners and the beginnings of family formation. 
Love as the basis for marrying was the purest form of individualism; it 
subordinated all familial, social, or group considerations to personal pref¬ 
erence. The idea of love, to be sure, was not new in the 19th century. The 
Middle Ages had certainly known of it, and the troubadours had sung of 
courtly love. But significantly enough, not as a basis for marriage- For as 
Andreas Capellanus, the 12th-century writer, put the matter in his Art of 
Courtly Love, “Everybody knows that love can have no place between 
husband and wife.” Or as he phrased it a little later in the same work: 
“We declare and hold as firmly established that love cannot exert its pow¬ 
ers between two people who are married to each other.”” In short, love 
was extra-marital. The idea that love should be the cement of marriages 
does not figure prominently in Western marriage customs until at least the 
17th century. Historian Lawrence Stone tells us that King Charles I and 
Queen Henrietta Maria were the first English royal couple to be celebrated 
as a domestic pair rather than as the result of dynastic considerations. 
Others would follow in subsequent centuries until the high point of royal 
conjugal love would be reached with Victoria and Albert in the 19th cen¬ 
tury. 

More important as a sign of a new emphasis upon affection within mar¬ 
riage in the 17th century was the stress Puritans placed upon it in their ser¬ 
mons and writings. The Puritan conception was not so much that love 
ought to be the foundation or origin of marriage as that the couple could 
expect that nme would bring love into their relationship. The Puritan 
divines asserted the importance of affection, intimacy, and loyalty within 
marriage, elements that would, of course, become central to the ideal of 
marriage in America in the 19th century. Margaret Winthrop expressed 
the idea in quite Puritanical terms when she told her husband, John, the 
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As the century advanced, the study makes clear, the number of petitions 
increased, even though the law, or the grounds for divorce remained sub¬ 
stantially unchanged. More important, the grounds advanced by the peti¬ 
tioners shift as the century moves on. Before 1765 not a single one of the 
petitioners, male or female, mentioned loss of conjugal affection as a rea¬ 
son for divorce, though they did make other personal accusations, such as 
that the other party wasted goods or neglected the family. Between 1776 
and 1786, however, fully 10 per cent of the 121 suits in that period re¬ 
ferred to loss of affection as a justification for divorce. “Ceased to cherish 
her,” said one; another alleged that his wife “almost broke his heart.” 

Apparently this increased emphasis upon affection in marriage had an 
effect upon the courts and therefore upon society, much to the benefit of 
women. Before 1773 not a single petition for divorce by a woman in Mas¬ 
sachusetts on the grounds of adultery by a husband was accepted by the 
courts, though many had been from husbands alleging such behavior on 
the part of their wives. In 1773, however, two women won full divorces, 
not merely separations, on the specific ground of adultery by their hus¬ 
bands. Thereafter, other women began to petition, as they had not done 
before, on the sole ground of adultery, and many nov/ won their cause. In 
fact, the women’s rate of success in divorce petitions in general went from 
49 per cent for the years before 1774 to 70 per cent for the years thereaf¬ 
ter. During that same period the men’s rate of success advanced only from 
66 per cent to 73 per cent. In sum, by the end of the 18th century, 
women’s rate of success was almost equal to that of men, pointing to one 
area in which women’s position in marriage, at least in Massachusetts, had 
come abreast of men’s. 

Moreover, the increased use by women of the grounds of a husband’s 
\ adultery clearly reflected a growing emphasis upon personal love and re¬ 
spect as the basis of a marriage. It was putting into practice what the Puri¬ 
tan writers of the 17th century had advocated when they opposed the dou¬ 
ble standard and defined marriage as a relationship of mutual respect, 
affection, and companionship. By the last quarter of the 18th century, fu¬ 
neral sermons, too, testified to the ideal of the complementarity of the 
marital relation and the emotional bonds between marital partners. No 
longer were women the Eve-temptresses against whom many divines had 
warned men in earlier times. , 

Popular writings also reflected this rising emphasis upon love in mar¬ 
riage. A survey of some fifteen magazines published in New England dur¬ 
ing the last fifty years of the 18th century disclosed that romantic love was 
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widely believed by the writers to be the heart of an ideal marriage. Indeed, 
the concept was so broadly apparent in the popular literature of the time 
that it surprised the modern sociologists who were conducting the content 
analysis of the magazines. They had associated the idea of romantic love 
with the needs and functioning of an industrial society—that is, a society 
in which wealth was sufficiently available to permit personal feelings to be 
the basis of choice of marital partners. 

The growing acceptance of affection as the primary ground for family 
formation was an important stage in the evolution of women’s place 
within the family and in our understanding of how the family has altered 
over time. It is quite true, as modern observers have pointed out, that most 
relationships between people involve the exercise of power, and certainly 
the relationship of marriage is no exception. Yet once affection is a basis 
of marriage, the marital relation becomes significantly different from other 
relationships between superiors and inferiors. To begin with, unlike any 
other subordinate, such as a slave or an employee, a young woman con¬ 
templating marriage did have some choice as to who her new master 
would be. Clearly unsatisfactory possibilities could be ruled out com¬ 
pletely, and, from acquaintance at courtship, she had an opportunity to 
learn who were the undesirable partners. After the marriage, the woman 
also had an advantage that few slaves or employees enjoyed in dealing 
with their masters or employers. She was able to appeal to her husband’s 
affection for her, and she, in turn, could use that affection in extracting 
concessions that a slave or an employee could not. In short, by the very 
nature of the relation, a woman in the family of affection had more power 
or influence than any other subordinate one can think of. This is but 
another way of saying that, simply because women are a sex, the analysis 
of the history of the family and of women must differ significantly from 
the ways in which we analyze the behavior of other social groups. Cer¬ 
tainly there are valuable analogies to be drawn between the subordination 
of women and the subordination of other groups, as has often been 
pointed out. Yet it is essential that the unique elements in the relation be¬ 
tween men and women not be forgotten or minimized. By the same token, 
this caveat should not be read as an invitation to sentimentalize the rela¬ 
tions between the sexes; that would only be retrogressive in the study of 
women or the family. 

This modern emphasis upon love in marriage, which by the early 19th 
century increasingly characterized marriages, was neatly enunciated in 
1802 by a young Massachusetts matron of twenty-six when she said that 
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marriage could be a “galling chain. Souls must be kindred to tnake the 
bond silken. All others I call unions of hands, not hearts. I rejoice,” she 
continued, “that the knot which binds me was not tied with any merce¬ 
nary feelings, and that my heart is under the same subjection as my 

hand.” 

Marriage for love only was the ideal, and one that many young women 
tried to put into practice. Mollie Dorsey, in her diary written during the 
18S0s, epitomized the conflict between love and money as a basis for mar¬ 
riage when the family of origin was not wealthy and, at the same time, the 
way in which that conflict was probably resolved in most cases. “Aunt 
Eliza wonders why 1 don’t try to captivate Mr. Rucker, as he is rich, 
Mollie wrote in her journal. Aunt Eliza had admitted that he was not as 
“nice-looking” as Mollie’s lover Byron, “but then, he owns a farm, and 
bless my old darling, he don’t own much of anything except those lots 
and—myself.” An indication of how marriages were actually completed 
comes in her next observation. “My Aunt likes money, but she married for 
love,” for her husband had been an impoverished itinerent minister when 
he asked her to marry him. Aunt Eliza’s experience was recapitulated in 
the marriage of Mollie’s sister Dora. Three weeks after Mollie was mar¬ 
ried, Dora, who was only seventeen, married a man she met for the first 
time at Mollie’s wedding. Her mother was not “reconciled to the sud¬ 
denness of the affair,” Mollie admitted, but her father quietly gathered 
together a trousseau for Dora, and the wedding went off as and when 

Dora wished. • • u 

Although there is more than a suggestion in Mollie’s description that 

Dora’s decision to marry was more emotional than thoughtful, Mollie s 
own path to matrimony made evident that young women in the middle of 
the 19th century not only had a choice but also usually exercised it 
thoughtfully and with realistic expectations. There is no doubt that affec¬ 
tion was central to Mollie’s decision to marry Byron Sanford. He “loves 
me tenderly, truly, and ... I know now that I can place my hand in his 
and go with him thro life, be path smooth or stormy,” she wrote in her 
diary the night he proposed to her. She fully recognized that their rela¬ 
tionship had not been like those depicted in the sentimental novels of the 
time. “We did not fall madly in love as I had always expected to, but have 
gradually ‘grown into love,’ ” as the preceding entries in her diary cer¬ 
tainly make evident. 

Simply because affection was a chief basis for marital choices, courtship 
in the 19th century was an important stage in family formation. At per- 
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haps no other point in the course of a marriage was a woman’s autonomy 
greater or more individualisticaliy exercised. A brief examination of actual 
courtships provides some insight into not only how marriages were ar¬ 
ranged but what marriage meant for women in the 19th century. 

Contrary to what is sometimes thought about the Victorian years, court¬ 
ship did not have to be formal, excessively restricted, or even chaperoned. 
Not until late in the 19th century and then only among the urban upper 
classes was the European practice of chaperoning at all well known. It is 
true that premarital sexual relations, today so commonplace in America, 
were rare among all classes of Americans. Even in the 18th century, when 
premarital pregnancies reached a high not equaled until the late 20th cen¬ 
tury, no more than 10 per cent of women conceived children that were 
born less than nine months after the marriage ceremony. And according to 
the few historical studies on the subject, the proportion of bridal pregnan¬ 
cies in the 19th century was even smaller. Only among black families were 
premarital pregnancies proportionately high at the end of the 19th cen¬ 
tury. But even then, the great majority of black couples waited until mar¬ 
riage before conceiving children.Illegitimate births were also low for all 
groups of society, though of course they occurred. 

As we shall see in Chapter IX, means of contraception were rather well 
known in the 19th century, but they were not sufficiently reliable to pro¬ 
tect women from the social stigma which fell like a hammer on those 
whose sexual relations outside marriage were revealed by illegitimate 
births. Finally, it should be remembered that premarital sexual relations 
have not been typical of American courtships for most of the 20th century, 
either. 

If we leave aside premarital sexual experience as a measure of the free¬ 
dom of courtship, then the Victorian courtship is far from staid. Indeed, as 
Alexis de Tocqueville and other foreign travelers in America in the 1830s 
and 1840s pointed out, unmarried women were much freer in public than 
their married sisters. Middle- and lower-class women moved about not 
only without chaperones, but also with a certain amount of abandon. 
Mollie Dorsey, while traveling with her family on a river boat in the late 
1850s, reported that she and a newly found female friend “have splendid 
times—flirt all day.” It was not unusual for a young woman to accompany 
a young man on fishing trips, with no one else along, or to accept invita¬ 
tions for walks together, discussing personal matters. “I am sorry to tell 
you,” one young woman wrote a female friend in 1822, “that I feel re¬ 
markably dull this evening having just returned from a long walk of three 
miles out of town ... for I was with a gentleman who I am somewhat 
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afraid of, as he is most appallingly sensible and intellectual, and I have 
been exerting every facility to say something smart.” Mollie Dorsey also 
took a long walk; she stayed out so late with her lover that her father 
came looking for her. She felt “sheepish to be patrolled home,” and her fa¬ 
ther’s reproof “rather spoiled the romance of the thing,” she complained. 
A young man’s diary of 1861 similarly revealed young women who were 
hardly bashful. He told of going to a “Sewing Circle of the North Baptist 
Church./’ where he “went over the river with Miss Hutchins. 3 couples of 
us remained there until 1 V 2 in the morning. Came up with Lizzie Green. I 
don’t know how many kisses I had that evening, was almost smothered 
with sweet things.” Two days later he spent an evening with a Miss Albert, 
who gave “me a sweet kiss before I was aware of the fact; went home with 
my lady. She too gave me a farewell salute.” A dozen years later Anna 
Haskell in California told in her journal of the several boys who rather 
regularly came to her room at college at night, even though the practice 
was quite against the rules. Sometimes Anna would go off alone with one 
for a walk and talk. Nor was it always necessary for couples to sneak off 
in order to obtain privacy. When callers came to Mollie Dorsey’s house, all 
her relatives and family quickly left the room so that the couple could be 
alone. 

Late night courting was not limited to the new country or to forward 
young men. Indeed, as Lester Frank Ward’s diary written during the same 
years in rural eastern Pennsylvania shows, courting in Victorian America 
could be freer than many have supposed. Again and again Ward reported 
that he and “his girl,” as he referred to the young woman who later be¬ 
came his wife, kissed and caressed each other until rhe early morning 
hours. On a Monday night in 1860, when he was nineteen, he left her only 
“at half past three . . . amid thousands of kisses.” Then on the following 
Wednesday he escorted her home, not leaving again until 3:00 a.m. During 
that stay, he reported they spent “an hour embracing, caressing, hugging, 
and kissing. O bliss! O love! O passion, pure, sweet and profound! What 
more do I want than you?” 

Nor was ail the initiative his. On a subsequent visit, after an absence of 
several days, he found her most captivated by him. “She looked at me so 
gently and spoke so tenderly. ‘I love you,’ she said, kissing me on the 
mouth. ‘I love this mouth, I love those dear eyes, I love this head,’ and a 
thousand other little caressing pet-names.” At around 3:00 a.m., when 
they became sleepy, they arranged the chairs in such a way that they could 
lie lengthwise facing each other and he opened his shirt, placing her hand 
on his bare chest. She said she thought she might be doing something 



22 


At Odds 


wrong, but, significantly, she did not stop. “As we lay in this position,” he 
noted, “the cocks crowed.” Quickly he slipped off to work, where he 
caught up on his lost sleep. After another equally loving visit, at 4:30 in 
the morning they heard her father jumping out of bed. Hurriedly they 
kissed and he ran home. 

By early 1861 their physical attraction to one another had become so 
strong that it began to worry them. “I had a very affectionate time with 
the girl, kissing her almost all over and loving her very deeply and she does 
me.” Two weeks later Ward referred to a “very secret time” with her. “I 
kissed her on her soft breasts, and took too many liberties with her sweet 
person, and we are going to stop. It is a very fascinating practice and fills 
us with very sweet, tender and familiar sentiments, and consequently 
makes us happy.” They talked about their fear that “we might become so 
addicted in that direction that we might go too deep and possibly con¬ 
found ourselves by the standards of virtue.” Even when he was not with 
her, he dreamed about her and during the day fantasized about “kissing 
her sweet breasts and sleeping in her arms.” A week later he character¬ 
istically, if enigmatically wrote, “I slept in her arms; yes, I lay with her, 
but did nothing wrong.” 

Yet, despite the intimacy, the relationship between them was not yet 
settled, for she was still seeing other young men, a practice that inevitably 
aroused Ward’s jealousy and temporarily reduced her ardor. Gradually, 
after a long talk, they recognized their mutual attraction and dependence; 
weeping and kissing, they re-established their old, close relation. Ward was 
thrown into despair some nights later when he called on her only to find 
that her brother was home, preventing their usual love-making. Ward 
managed to get a note to her asking if he could return later. To fiis delight 
she wrote back that she wanted to kiss him. When he did return, “closely 
held in loving arms we lay, embraced, and kissed all night (not going to 
bed until five in the morning). We have never acted in such a way before. 
All that we did I shall not tell here, but it was all very sweet and loving 
and nothing infamous,” he assured himself. By the end of that year of 
rather steady courtship little restraint was left on their emotions. “When I 
arrived at the house of sweetness, she received me in her loving arms and 
pressed me to her Honey-form, and our lips touched and we entered Para¬ 
dise together. . . . That evening and night we tasted the joys of love and 
happiness which only belong to a married life.” Early the next year, in 
1862, they were married. 

Ward’s diary is unusually explicit about the physical side of a mid-19th- 
century courtship; yet even it, by late 20th-century standards, is noticeably 
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circumspect, suggesting the difficulty 19th-century people had in discussing 
such matters, even privately. It is worth noting, too, that the diary vvas 
originally written by Ward in French, a fact that probably accounts for his 
uncommon explicitness of language. But there is no reason to believe that 
the behavior he described was rare or exceptional. 

The courtship of an older couple, even at the end of the century, could 
be quite different, though revealing of what marriage meant to certain 
women. Jerome Hart in 1896 was forty-two years old, but he had never 
married. Only five years before he had become editor of the Argonaut, an 
important weekly in San Francisco, and a measure of his success as a jour¬ 
nalist. In the last month of 1895 he met Ann Clark, a graduate of the Uni- 
, versity of California Law School and a legal adviser in an insurance and 
real estate agency in San Jose, some 45 miles south of San Francisco. Their 
correspondence over the course of the four years it took them to move 
from first acquaintance to husband and wife documents the formality that 
could occur even between lovers, especially when one was ^ career 
woman. For the first three months of their correspondence he addressed 
her only as “my dear Miss Clark.” Probably because of her own career, 
Ann Clark was slow to accept Hart’s proposal of marriage. Certainly she 
gave testimony to the conflict that could arise with the conventional view 
of marriage when a woman pursued a career. At one point Hart com¬ 
plained that at their last meeting she had seemed cold toward him. She 
explained herself by writing that “At the last moment how I yearned to 
say ‘Stay’ yet you think I do not care for you. You can never realize the 
terrible temptation 1 was under to let myself glide into those strong arms 
of yours and to take all the love and protection you offer me.” She then re¬ 
ferred to the burdens borne by a single woman in an age when marriage 
for women was the expected role. “No more would 1 have to meet per¬ 


plexities and stumble along in the dark alone. , . , 

The courtship of Charlotte Perkins Stetson, the feminist writer, and 
Houghton Gilman, which took place at about the same time on the op¬ 
posite side of the continent, was at once different from and similar to that 
of Hart and Ann Clark. It was different in that in the Stetson-Gilman case 
the woman was the older of the two by seven years; in 1900, at the time ot 
her second marriage, Charlotte Stetson was forty. It is different, too, in 
that Stetson was a mother by a previous marriage, and divorced. Like Ann 
Hart, Charlotte was a career woman who spent much time traveling and 
lecturing on behalf of women’s causes. Houghton was a lawyer and C ar- 


lotte’s first cousin. r n ■ i 

Like Ann Hart, Charlotte Stetson was not prepared to fall in love, 
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II 

Wives and Husbands 


One of the hallmarks of the emerging modern family in the early 19th cen¬ 
tury was the sharply differentiated roles or functions assigned by social 
custom to wife and husband. Women’s activities were increasingly con¬ 
fined to the care of children, the nurturing of husband, and the physical 
maintenance of the home. Moreover, it was not unusual to refer to women 
as the “angels of the house,” for they were said to be the moral guardians 
of the family. They were responsible for the ethical and spiritual character 
as well as the comfort and tranquility of the home. In that role they were 
acknowledged to be the moral superiors of men. Husbands, on the other 
hand, the ideology proclaimed, were active outside the home, at their 
work, in politics, and in the world in general. In fact, it was just this in¬ 
volvement of men in the world that made them in need of women’s moral 
guidance and supervision. Three modern sociologists, after surveying the 
popular literature published between 1825 and 1850 reported that “ail of 
the discussions advocating power over morality involved the female. . . . 
The moral superiority of women was a pervasive theme during this 
period.”^ This sharp division between the roles of husband and wife, 
which contemporaries called their different spheres, is what is meant by 
the doctrine of the two spheres, or separate spheres. 

Some historians have called the ideology of woman’s sphere the “Cult of 
True Womanhood,” a name that reflects their judgment that women’s 
position in the 19th century was not only restricted to the home but that it 
had declined from earlier times. In the eyes of these historians, the Cult of 
True Womanhood, by combining piety and domesticity with submis- 
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siveness and passivity, controlled women and narrowed their options. And 
there is no doubt that measured against the opportutnties open to women 
today, the Victorian Cult of True Womanhood did severely circumscribe 
women’s activities. Whether that circumscribing constituted a decline from 
an earlier position within the family is a more complicated question. 

Some contemporaries considered the separation of roles advantageous to 
women. Tocqueville, for instance, in the 1830s not only documented the 
existence of the two spheres he also defended it because he thought it 
reflected mutual respect between husband and wife. Americans, he wrote 
in Democracy in America, did not believe that the two sexes should per¬ 
form the “same offices, but they show an equal regard for both their re¬ 
spective parts; and though their lot is different, they consider both of them 
as beings of equal value.” As a concrete measure of what he meant, Toc¬ 
queville pointed out that in his native France rape was punished only 
lightly, yet even at that a conviction was difficult to obtain. In the 
United States, however, he pointedly observed, rape was one of the few 
capital offenses still remaining. Fredericka Bremer, Swedish feminist and 
novelist, who visited the United States in the 18405, also admired the high 
place accorded women in America. She went on to suggest that one of the 
sources of this elevation was the important role vouchsafed to women in 
the family, where they were “the center and lawgiver in the home.” And 
Sarah Josepha Flale, perhaps the leading woman journalist in the nation at 
the time, proclaimed women to be “God’s appointed agent of morality” 
with a responsibility to use that power within the family to refine man’s 
“human affections and elevate his moral feelings.” Catharine Beecher, 
well-known educator and writer, also believed that women’s position in 
the home was an opportunity and a responsibility to do good.^ 

If only because independent-minded women publicists like Beecher and 
Hale, not to mention foreign visitors of similar authority, thought highly 
of woman’s sphere, we ought not to conclude too hastily that the separa¬ 
tion of the spheres was nothing more than a rationale for the subordina¬ 
tion or diminishing of women. In fact, this strict division of influence be¬ 
tween the sexes has been interpreted as at least a form of advancement for 
women. Historian William E. Bridges has pointed out, that Sarah Hale and 
Catharine Beecher may not have been feminists, but that did not mean 
their justification of the two spheres was reactionary. On the contrary, 
Bridges observed, it sprang from “their almost utopian optimism. Far from 
trying to weaken woman and limit her power,” they and other publicists 
of their persuasion “believed that they were offering the American woman 
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the opportunity to wield incomparable power.” There was, to be sure, a 
discrepancy to be noted in the intentions behind the doctrine as delineated 
by Bridges or set forth by Catharine Beecher. Yet the fact remains, as 
Nancy Cott has observed, that within the home women did gain a new 
recognition and in the process broke the ancient hierarchy that had as¬ 
signed superiority to men in all spheres of activity.^ Domesticity, in short, 
was an alternative to patriarchy, both in intention and in fact. By asserting 
a companionate role for women, it implicitly denied patriarchy. 

Moreover, by confining women’s attentions to the home, the doctrine of 
the two spheres, or domesticity, reflected an improvement in the material 
situation of women. No longer were women expected to work outside the 
house, as women did on farms and in less affluent, pre-industrial days. The 
material improvement was enhanced further by a lightening of women’s 
work within the home. For now commercial manufacturing increasingly 
produced many of the necessities that had once been women’s obligation 
to make in the home, particularly clothing and foods. As we shall see in 
later chapters, in the 19th century women began to bear fewer and fewer 
children, and as early as 1840 the life expectancy of women at birth was 
higher than men’s, something that seems not to have been true in previous 
centuries. In short, there does seem to have been improvement at least ma¬ 
terially in the lot of women accompanying the doctrine of separate 
spheres. And there was probably some psychological improvement as well. 

At the same time, let it be quickly added, insofar as women accepted a 
separation of roles they denied themselves opportunities for activities out¬ 
side the home. Inevitably, therefore, a time would arrive when the doctrine 
of separate spheres would come under attack as repressive and limiting, 
for in a different time and under different circumstances that is what the 
doctrine would be. Even before that time arrived, women’s special place in 
the home and the Cult of True Womanhood would be used by some 
women to justify their working for changes outside the home and within 
the family. For if the home was to be protected from the world’s evil, then 
it could be argued logically that women had a moral obligation to attack 
such influences even if that meant acting in the world. Through such logic 
some women, even in the middle of the 19th century, legitimized their at¬ 
tacks upon social evils like the liquor traffic and prostitution. But that sub¬ 
ject is best left to fuller discussion in a later chapter. 

The doctrine of the two spheres, like the Cult of True Womanhood, is 
an ideological construction, not a description of how real people behaved. 
Its lineaments and content have been derived by historians from what 



Wives and Husbands 

ur . 

r' "r ^ 

me sexes in the 19th-century family actually functioned. What was the he 

"S“xi;;S“= 

power were taking place ”4 ” concerning the reallocation of 

=tritsi=Lr.-i~S 

=s=:-s==r““ 

advantage is that such documents can reveal I • . 

motives as well as their actions C ^ ^ s values, attitudes, and 

kind often used bj hi or L of ^ 

did, but they are usuaX 2nr 1 T ^’ T ' “ "’""5' P"°P'^ 

however, does have ^ne are H 

~ “ irr," P" ^ 




30 


At Odds 


encompass the diversity of the population. For how could we be sure that 
those who wrote such letters were representative of those whose letters 
were not saved or did not write letters at all.^ 

But this is making the worst possible case. The fact is that all historical 
investigation is similarly limited to the evidence that survives, and the fact 
that even small samples of correspondence corroborate one another 
suggests that representativeness is not as hard to achieve as it might appear 
in the abstract. Yet, in the end it has to be conceded that most, if not all, 
of the couples who wrote to one another or women who kept diaries were 
probably middle-class people, if only because they wrote at all. Some were 
actually upper-class persons. The great majority of white Americans it is 
true, were literate, but most of them probably did not write much. Very 
few of the extant written sources derive from working-class, black, or im¬ 
migrant families. Whether such families follow closely or remotely the pat¬ 
terns discerned among middle-class families we cannot tell directly, though 
there is some reason to believe that middle-class family values and prac¬ 
tices penetrated to lower social strata. What is said in this chapter about 
the relationships between husbands and wives, insofar as it is drawn from 
written materials, must be presumed to apply mainly to middle-class peo¬ 
ple, many of whom lived in cities. Since this evidence is particularly rich it 
seems wprthwhile to examine it separately and fully. What connections 
can be made between this evidence and that available for working-class, 
black, and immigrant families will be noticed here in passing and more 
fully in Chapter VI, where the families outside the middle class will be ex¬ 
amined in as much detail as the less revealing evidence for those groups 
permits. 

The diaries and letters of the time make it quite clear that husbands ac¬ 
cepted the moral superiority of women, which the advice and periodical 
literature of the early 19th century emphasized. One North Carolina man 
wrote in the 1820s to a male friend who was contemplating marriage that 
if he went through with it, he must be “prepared to have his nose oc¬ 
casionally ground . . . and that he must not drink or play cards.” The role 
of women in raising the moral level of men’s behavior was also reflected in 
diaries and letters. Mollie Dorsey, soon after she married Byron Sanford, 
first heard him swear while traveling by wagon train to their new home in 
Colorado. Her response was to weep, something she was not prone to do. 
The effect was as she intended: on a subsequent day, when the oxen were 
particularly difficult and many of the men let their tongues loose upon 
them, Byron Sanford did not join in. “My tears had the effect of keeping 
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By from it, as Tve heard no mor e swe aring from him since that day,” she 
observed in her diary. (General William Pender proudly wrote his wife dur¬ 
ing the Civil War that fl have broken myself of using anything like pto- 
fanity even in telling what someone else might have said, and I very sel¬ 
dom say anything that I would not say in any company.” Pender made 
quite clear that he saw ^jn his young wife—they had been married less than 
four years—the literal moral arbiter of his life. “Honey,” he wrote in the 
fall of 1862, “whenever I try to reflect upon the future and to resolve to 
do better, I think of you first and your image rises up . . . so that I have 
almost come to feel that you are a part of my religion. Whenever I find my 
mind wandering upon bad and sinful thoughts I try to think of my good 
and pure wife and they leave me at once. My dear wife you have no idea 
of the excellent opinion I have of your goodness and sweetness. You are 
truly my good Angel.” ^ 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s disciplining of the morals of her husband Cal¬ 
vin was at once more detailed and somewhat less successful, though her 
moral superiority in his eyes seems not to have been in doubt. Deeply con¬ 
cerned about religion herself, Harriet thought Calvin not sufficiently so, 
though he was a minister of the gospel. “If you had studied Christ with 
half the energy that you have studied Luther. If you were as eager for daily 
intercourse with him as to devour the daily newspapers. If you were 
drawn towards him and loved him as much as you loved your study and 
your books then would he be formed in you. . . . But you fancy you have 
other things to do.” 

Harriet’s assertion of her moral superiority included concern about Cal¬ 
vin’s sexual urges. At one point she attempted to arouse his guilt in an ef¬ 
fort to control his behavior. While on a visit to her brother Henry in the 
summer of 1844, Henry told her of sexual indiscretions “among high 
places in the church,” she reported to Calvin. Her brother seemed so 
depressed by the incidents that she began to have “a horrible presentiment. 
... I thought of all my brothers and of you and could it be that the great 
Enemy has prevailed against any of you.’’ Conceding that she did indeed 
have a vivid imagination, she began to envision all the despair she would 
feel if Calvin should “fall.” The very thought made her feel “weak and 
sick. I took a book and lay down on the bed, but it pursued me like a 
nightmare and something seemed to ask Is your husband any better seem¬ 
ing than so and so?” When she examined herself in the mirror her face ap¬ 
peared “the palest and so haggard that it frightened me. The illusion lasted 
a whole forenoon and then evaporated like a poisonous mist. ... I can 
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conceive now of the misery which in one night Would change the hair to 
grey and shrivel the whole frame to premature decrepitude!” 

-oHarriet had no doubt that the danger lay in the difference between men 
ahd women, not simply in the power of the devil/“What terrible tempta¬ 
tions lie in the way of your sex,” she wrote her husband, “till now I never 
realized it.” For, she went on, although before their marriage she had 
loved him “with an almost insane love,” she did not then know or feel 
“the pulsation which showed me that I could be tempted in that way.” 
During their courtship, she continued, “there never was a moment when I 
felt anything by which you could have drawn me astray” for she then 
loved him “as I now love God,” that is, with the highest of feelings. In¬ 
deed, she went on, her own dearth of sexual feelings meant that “I have 
no jealousy. The most beautiful woman in the world could not make me 
jealous so long as she only dazzled the senses.” Even so, she was not going 
to let Calvin escape the moral responsibilities of his masculine sexuality. 
He must always recognize its dangers and endeavor to control it. For, “my 
dear,” she continued, “you must not wonder if I want to warn you not to 
look or think too freely on womankind. [He had expressed his interest in 
pretty women.] If your sex would secure the outworks of thought you 
would never fall.” After all, she concluded, considering the “dizzying” and 
“astounding . . , advantages which Satan takes, it scarce is implying a 
doubt to say‘be cautious.’ 

Fanny Pender also took her husband to task for letting his sexuality get 
the better of him. He had told her of gestures of friendship women had 
made to him at camp and that he had enjoyed flirting with some of the 
women. Fanny’s reaction was one of anger mixed with pain, for she did 
not understand why he would write to her about his flirting with other 
women and tell her that women had made overly friendly overtures to 
him. “My dear, ever dear Husband, do not think this is only a little jealous 
feeling—I know it will amuse you now, but the time will come when you 
will remember it.” She wondered whether the lady in question would have 
“made such a remark in my presence? Then it was not proper for you to 
hear. I never expected to hear you admit that you had been flirting. What 
would you think to hear me use such an expression. And would it be more 
immoral in me than in you?” Fannie Pender thought that her husband 
ought to be held to the same moral standard which she observed and that 
it was her responsibility to call his attention to that standard.^ 

Women may have been the moral governors of their husbands, but that 
did not mean they were not dependent upon them as well. In the urban 



33 


Wives and Husbands 

family the wife was usually left behind each day when the husband went to 
work. For some women, the absence of the husband was made consider¬ 
ably lengthier because of his occupation. Wives of seamen, peddlers, and 
other traveling workers spent much time waiting, worrying, and coping by 
themselves. And though one might think such isolation would make a 
woman less dependent on her husband, the record suggests otherwise. The 
dependence after all was not simply economic or financial, though it was 
usually that. Principally, it was emotional. Mary Walker, the wife of a mis¬ 
sionary living in the Oregon Territory in 1838, feared that her husband, 
who often left on trips, did not reciprocate her love. “I love my husband 
so much that almost the only thing that makes me feel unhappy is the fear 
that he does not love [me] as much. I find it hard to be reconciled to the 
thought of ever being separated from him,” she wrote in her diary.® 
Seamen’s wives expressed their dependence by urging their husbands to 
come home. Lucy Gray wrote her sea-captain husband in 1823; “Oh Hus¬ 
band I cannot describe to you my feeling the night you left home the house 
and everything about seem’d melencholly.” Although her sister stayed with 
her, providing some comfort, she could only hope that her chronic ill 
health and the dangers to which he was exposed would not prevent their 
seeing one another again. Clearly, her husband did not have the same 
dependence, for fifteen months later he had not returned, having gone on 
yet another voyage. Lucy had reconciled herself to his lengthy absence, for 
it seemed that “as soon as you arrive you will immediately [engage] an¬ 
other voyage but I hope you will not untill I see you; indeed you must 
not.” Now she was willing to consider going with him on his next voyage, 
something she had apparently refused to do earlier.^ 

As Lucy Gray’s description suggested, the night seamen-husbands left on 
their voyages highlighted most sharply their wives’ dependence on them. 
In 1828 a Salem seaman’s wife wrote that “i went down to mothers the 
night that you went to sea for i could not bear to see the house after It lost 
its chief attracion.” In this particular instance, there was additional con¬ 
cern since she was pregnant with a baby boy, who was born six months 
later. In informing her husband of his new son, she used the boy as a lure 
to bring the father home. The child was not “a grate boy but thare is room 
a nuf to grow. ... If you ever Live to get home I shall bee happy. But I 
am afraid that your Boy will say father first.” 

Lucy Gray was more blunt in urging her husband’s return. Taking note 
of his recent decision to take on a new voyage without coming home, she 
wondered why that was necessary since he had been doing quite well 



34 


At Odds 


financially. “Are you any more contented than you was before you com¬ 
menced it,” she wanted to know. Her own immediate answer was, “ It ap¬ 
pears you are not.” The reason was, she added, that “there is no real satis¬ 
faction to be found in the things of this world, for the more we have the 
more we shall want.” Then she returned to her personal wishes and hopes. 
“I think if you knew how much I have undergone this day you would 
come home,” but if he did not, and she had to continue to “spend my days 
alone and in sorrow I hope I shall be reconciled to my lot.” Then she 
added a mild threat: “But my best advice to you is to come amediately 
home and spend 3 or 4 weeks with your family. ...” Nor was Lucy 
Gray’s dependence only emotional. At the end of the same letter she 
added, “If you go away again dont neglect sending me some money soon 
for I have had none to help myself with this winter.” 

Usually, as the pleas of these women suggest, a large part of the depen¬ 
dence of women on their absent husbands derived from the simple fact 
that the women were left with children to care for and sometimes to pro¬ 
vide for. Emotional dependence was evident, however, even when children 
were not present. When Melville Anderson, a young student of foreign lan¬ 
guages, went abroad in 1876 to study, he left behind his wife, Charlena, 
who at that time was also a teacher and student. Like the seamen’s wives, 
Charlena Anderson waited for mail, making trips through the cold to the 
post office. “Nothing came this morning. Tonight contrary to . . . my 
own judgment I go again. . . . O dear how I miss you sometimes ... it 
is lonesome everywhere without you!” She knew that he would upbraid 
her for not being brave and independent as she had promised, but the 
loneliness, she wrote, overwhelmed her at times. “I did not know you 
were so dear to me. When I think a great deal about you, as I do some 
days, I grow so lonesome without you, think I must see you again and talk 
with you. How sweet that would be!”^^ 

Although it might be thought that the emotional dependence of wives on 
their husbands was largely a function of their being left behind at home, 
wives who left their husbands behind expressed similar sentiments of de¬ 
pendence. Even though Mary Poor was visiting her parents with her small 
children, “Sometimes such a feeling of longing for you, dearest, comes 
over me,” she wrote her husband in 1846, “that I feel as if I must fly to 
you.” Just like those women whose husbands had left them behind, Mary 
Poor found “that the love I feel for you is different from any other love, 
that to be with you is my life.” At another time she expressed her regret 
for his enforced loneliness because she was away, but told him that such 
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feelings would help him understand hers. “I have been deserted a great 
deal this Winter,” she reminded him. “I grant that I had rather the advan¬ 
tage over you in that the children were left to me, but they are nothing in 
comparison with you. When you are away I do not enjoy them as I do 
when you are with me.” 

These comments were made early in the Poors’ marriage and, though 
Henry and Mary were separated often, principally because of his business, 
she never became adjusted to it. In 1858, over ten years after their earlier 
separations, she began a letter to him soon after he had left for Europe: 
“The longer you are away, the worse I feel about it. It sometimes seems as 
if I must see you. . . . Oh Henry! if I were half as sure that I love Jesus as 
I am that I love you, I should have bright hopes for the eternal world. I 
can think of nothing to tell you, because when I sit down to write, I have 
but one thought, and that is, how much I want to see you. That overmas¬ 
ters all others.” She knew that she could not possibly hear from him for 
another two weeks and so she resolved to contain herself, as she had 
promised. “It is a sin to be wishing these glorious June days away,” she 
confessed, “but it is a sin that I cannot help committing.” Then when she 
did hear from him, she became suddenly aware of how slow and sad the 
summer was, compared with the last, when he had been able to be with 
her. “I shall lead a sort of half life till you come back. How could I ever 
have let you go?” 

Their closeness continued and ripened through the 1860s and into the 
187()s, though by then their children were grown. In 1863, for example, 
when he was working in New York City, she admitted the practical neces¬ 
sity of the arrangement only because she knew she was '‘infinitely happier 
to have you away from me while I know that you love me, than I should 
be v/ith you if ours were such a match as some that I might mention.” Nor 
had the romance in their marriage dissipated even then. When he returned 
to New York after an extended visit to their home she wrote that his 
departure “makes me feel decidedly sentimental and I grieve over your loss 
like a widowed dove. What a foe to love is business! Do let us retire and 
live in Andover an Arcadian life, our only business being to make each 
other happy!” In January 1870 she was still trying to^ reconcile herself to 
his absences, promising not “to grieve over your absences again. I ought to 
be too happy to think that such a being exists, and lives to love me. It is 
enough for one mortal.”^** 

The love and warmth that flowed between Henry and Mary Poor were 
probably not typical of middle-class marriages of the Victorian era, as 
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Mary herself at one point suggested. But the affection and emotional de¬ 
pendence were not rare, even among families much less well off, of in 
which the spouses were less suited to one another. Mary Hallock Foote 
had a difficult life in the far West, married to a mining engineer who was 
not always able to support his family, much less provide emotional secu¬ 
rity. So difficult was his situation—and therefore hers—that he took to 
drink; Mary Foote was so disgusted that she ran off briefly with her 
children to Victoria, British Columbia. But that absence brought home to 
her, as she confessed later, in 1896, to her girlhood chum and confidante, 
that she could not endure being separated from her husband. “I tried it 
once in Victoria, as you know, such a little step, but I felt so lost. No,” she 
continued, any long visits away from home “must be both of us or 

neither.” 

The emotional dependence of the wife on the husband in the’ 19th- 
century family served an important purpose for the husband, just as the 
ideal of separate spheres prescribed. Her presence provided emotional sup¬ 
port, nuiturance, and encouragement, if only because he learned thereby of 
his importance to another human being. The quality and extent of that 
support or encouragement was most clearly observable when adversity or 
disappointment struck. Sarah Bell Waller, the wife of a Kentucky lawyer, 
in 1855 exemplified as well as defined this role. “You seemed so sad and 
troubled this evening,” she wrote soon after he had left home on a busi¬ 
ness trip. “I longed my dear love to leave all and go with you tonight that 
I might drive away all your vexations and cares, and cheer you and love 
you and caress you, till you ceased to feel sad, or troubled.” After assuring 
him that she was the proper one to whom he should bring his troubles, she 
went on. “T’is to me, you must come for sympathy and consolations, for I 
am nearest to you and have a right to all these dear confidences. You are 
my dear sweet husband, whom I love most dearly, and truly, and I cannot 
be unmoved by what affects you.” And when Melville Anderson in 1876 
was discouraged about his professional future as he perceived it from his 
European place of study, he wrote about it to his wife Charlena. Her 
response was at once supportive and indicative of her emotional need to be 
with him. “When you come back to America I am going to stay right with 
you. Don’t be discouraged. I am going to follow you to Texas, New Mex¬ 
ico, Alaska or any other place you may be offered a post,” she promised. 
“A year with you would be worth twelve without you,” she assured him.^^ 
The dependence of women had two sides to it: subordination undoubt- 
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edly, but also strength and self-reliance. Husbands not only depended on 
both, but required both. 

The dual character of a woman’s relationship to her husband was neatly 
epitomized by an incident in the life of Mollie Dorsey Sanford. When her 
new husband was ordered to join his company to fight the Indians m New 
Mexico, she stood beside him “in the midst of those men, only wishing for 
one moment when I could abandon myself to grief,” that is, to show her 
dependence. But before she could find the occasion, the supportive side of 
her wifely role was called upon. She noticed that her husband’s ^emotions 
had anticipated hers, for tears were trickling down his cheeks. “Then all 
the heroic in my woman’s nature cam^ [forth] and I turned to be the com¬ 
forter,” she proudly recalled. 

In the relationship between Mary and Arthur Foote, the strong suppor¬ 
tive side of the wife’s role was the one more frequently called upon. Be¬ 
cause she was a professional writer and artist as well as a mother, Mary 
Foote was well aware, as she told her confidante Helena Gilder, that she 
was not a very conventional wife, and so Helena could well “imagine how 
often I lean very hard upon Arthur’s generosity and magnanimity.” At the 
same time, it was Mary who was providing the income for the family 
when Arthur was unable to. Yet Arthur needed more than income, as she 
recognized when he reached the depths of his despair and had written to 
her from the field about his empty future. Filled with remorse for her lack 
of adequate support, she poured out her feelings to Helena. “My poor old 
boy is, Heaven knows where—by what lonely water pool in the desern 
... I fear his own nerve is giving out a little, and small wonder. For if 
she felt isolated and alone, “what must it have been for him to go back 
alone, to his dust and wind? ... I know that for every hard word or 
sharp word I have ever given him, for every time I have misjudged him^ I 
will atone with those tears that we shed in our hearts when it is too late. 

In December 1895, her appreciation and support of Arthur reached a 
high point. “I can say of him,” she acknowledged to Helena,” as I might 
of a stranger (for never have I been so critical of anyone as I have been of 
my husband) that a braver man I haye never known; and talking of bitter- 
ness--he might be excused for a touch of it, but he grows sweeter and 
humbler under the hand of discipline.” Her hope was that God would 
reward him for the fight he had made and would continue to make “to the 
End. He has conquered himself.” 

In Mary Foote’s appreciation of her husband’s hard-won strength lay an 
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important measure of the emotional content of the middle-class marriage 
of the 19th century. Mary and Arthur Foote did not enjoy either the emo¬ 
tional or the financial good fortune of the Poors or even the contentment 
of the Sanfords or the Andersons, but their shared life together was more 
than a matter of a convenience or of parallel lives. They supported one 
another, out of their strengths and despite their individual weaknesses. 
Mary Foote, who was clearly the stronger and more resilient personality, 
could yet appreciate the character which adversity ultimately brought out 
in her weaker and less talented husband. That recognition was not born of 
subordination, but of intelligence, independence, and strength. Those qual¬ 
ities were as much a part of the character of the Victorian wife as depen¬ 
dence and social subordination. 

The supportive qualities and dependence of the 19th-century wife were 
often matched by similar qualities in her husband. Tocqueville in the 
1830s commented on the high degree of companionship he found in the 
American marriage, noting that mistresses were few in America. During a 
visit to the United States in 1863, Edward Dicey, the English writer, 
praised “the great charm which surrounds all family relations in the 
North. Compared with Europe, domestic scandals are unknown.” And at 
the end of the century, another English traveler remarked that “the 
average American husband makes a confidante and a companion of his 
wife.”^^ That conclusion was also evident in the letters which husbands 
Avrote to their wives, expressing their dependence on them. 

According to Mary Beth Norton’s recent study of correspondence be¬ 
tween 18th-century husbands and wives that could not have been said 
about connubial relations in earlier times. Some husbands, Norton obser¬ 
ves, actually addressed their wives as “dear child.” Others, when separated 
for a while, wrote not of missing their wives, but of how much they ex¬ 
pected the wives missed them! And one husband, in urging his wife to read 
more, condescendingly reminded her that “my good opinion . . . depends 
on the amiable accomplishments of your mind. ” Not until the very end of 
the 18th century, Norton significantly points out, do wives seem to show 
any resentment of this subordination to their husbands. In the light of 
these earlier modes of relations between husband and wife, those between 
spouses in the 19th century seem almost egalitarian as well as companion¬ 
ate. For by then husbands were quite willing to admit dependence upon 
their wives. 

Henry Poor understood why his wife had to absent herself from him 
while she visited her parents in 1846, but he clearly did not like it. “I have 
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never missed you so much in my life,” he wrote at one point. I do long so 
much to have you with me.” A week later the same sentiment was under¬ 
scored: “I do miss you beyond power of description. By sleeping at home I 
am continuously reminded of your absence.” He compared his impatience 
for her return to that of “a lover . . . separated . . . from his lady true. 
The truth is,” he told her, echoing the sentiments of the wives who were 
separated for the first time from their husbands, “ I never felt you so com¬ 
pletely necessary to my happiness as since you have been absent.” 

Although Henry Poor was a successful lawyer and businessman, his 
work neither dominated his life nor overrode his love for his family. “I 
should be completely miserable did I not know that I possessed a wife and 
children, and that they are soon to be united to me.” He admitted in one 
letter that a recent cholera epidemic, which had claimed the lives of the 
wives of many men he knew, had been on his mind of late. I wonder at 
their composure and feel how impossible it would be for me to sustain 
myself under like circumstances.” 

Ten years later, in 1858, while in Europe, he sent Mary a stream of let¬ 
ters, in answer to hers. This separation found him closer to her and 
warmer in his comments than during the first. Now he addressed her as 
“my dearest Friend,” commenting that as he sat down “to commune with 
my dearest partner friend,” he recalled that he had “often, today, written 
you in thought,” and that the feelings aroused then “spring from love and 
affection,” which transcended even the emotions generated by the sunset 
visible from his window as he wrote. 

Henry Waller of Kentucky did not travel to Europe, but he was 
frequently absent from his wife (Sarah) Bell, upon whom he was emo¬ 
tionally dependent. Her letters, he confessed in 1840, were like meat and 
drink to him. “And tho’ I may be vexed and restive in spirit before, yet 
when I read those touching evidences of affection, ail afterwards is calm, 
quiet and consoling within.” When, at another time that year she threat¬ 
ened not to write because she was not hearing from him as regularly as she 
thought she ought to, he found it hard to put into words “how depressed I 
felt.” It was not that he disapproved of her remedy, “because it was rea¬ 
sonable and proper; yet the prospect of not hearing from you regularly 
and at short intervals was very trying to my feelings. I have not been con¬ 
tented since.” Thirteen years later their relationship was as close as ever, 
though the repeated separations were taking their toll. “Oh, how I do long 
constantly for a love, earnest, ardent, faithful, enduring,” he wrote in 1853 
from New York City, “How grateful to my tossed and troubled heart are 
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all the evidences you give me of such affection. I am often the prey of great 
and rapid fluctuations of feelings; more when absent from you than at 
other times; and I fear it is gaining strength every day. Your constant ten¬ 
derness can alone save me.” At that time Waller was forty-six and married 
sixteen years. 

Melville Anderson, when he was in Europe in 1876, also suffered be¬ 
cause he was separated from his wife. He looked to her for emotional sup¬ 
port in his worry about his professional future. Although he could not 
fully express his feelings in a letter—even one to his wife—there is no 
doubt that she was his confidante. “We cannot trust to a letter,” he con¬ 
cluded, “what we might whisper in one another’s arms.”^^ 

The marriage of the Reverend Robert Mallard and Mary Jones Mallard 
of south Georgia was clearly a more formal relationship than either that of 
the Poors or the Andersons. Yet Mallard addressed her as “my darling 
wife” and “my other self.” The angushed dependence he felt when Mary 
was away in 1862 for reasons of health comes through quite clearly in let¬ 
ter after letter. He was, to be sure, always careful to say he did not want to 
bring her home prematurely and that she should not worry that the house¬ 
hold may not have been running properly; his parents were with him while 
she was away. Still his thoughts about her were so intrusive at times, he 
confessed, that he could not work upon the composition of his sermons. “ I 
am afraid I sin in allowing your absence such influence,” he told her. “I 
know that my work should be so interesting that time should appear too 
short for its employments, and yet time moves slowly when you are 
away.” Despite the high cost of postage in the beleaguered Confederacy, 
he insisted on writing his wife each day, justifying the extravangance on 
the ground that “writing is the next best thing to seeing you, but a wide in¬ 
terval lies between them. Your absence is an affliction to me, and I long 
for it to end,” he concluded dramatically. Yet he would “not throw a feather 
in the way of its prolongation” if his wife’s medical treatments required 
more time.^'* 

Twenty years later, in the then new family magazine Good Housekeep¬ 
ing, the dependence of husbands upon wives was put in general terms by 
an anonymous male correspondent. “Many a man has hungered for sym¬ 
pathy—the friendship of his wife,” the piece began. “Love will not supply 
its place. It may conceal its absence in the honeymoon, but for the long 
stretch of every day life it will not suffice. Many a man owes his fortune or 
his name to the sympathetic assistance of his wife, and many a one has 
failed because he could not have it.’’^^ 
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The dependence of men upon wives and family was not confined to 
ddle- or upper-class people. Andrew Rotter, in a study of diaries of men 
who made the overland trip to California in 1849, found a “profound psy- 
Jological dependence upon women and families” among the W- 
Nmers; the dependence came out especially when men fell ill. On, OvZ- 
lander, sick with dysentery, wrote that it was “much better if a person is 

him and administer to his relief. . . .” Doctors told of ill Lty-Niners 
peaking out in sobs when they reflected upon their absent wives. Joseph 
Holt was not a Forty-Niner, but only a simple storekeeper in Mian 
country m Wisconsin and was neither dying nor even sick i^hen he wrote 

aughter that he thought his wife “is quite a woman. Would 
not exchange her for any ten I know of.”26 
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dication of the degree of dissatisfaction will be encountered in Chapter 
Vn, where the lives of single women—those who rejected marriage and 
family—and the rise in divorces will be considered. The point here is not 
to celebrate the Victorian marriage and family, but to show as concretely 
as possible its affective and companionate aspects, components that need 
to be appreciated if one is to recognize the reality of women’s lives and the 
bases of their growing autonomy in the family. 

That companionship within marriage was important to women comes 
out in several letters that appeared in the pages of Good Housekeeping in 
1886. Although the correspondents did not give their names, their tone or 
their pseudonyms identify them as women. The letters replied to an 
anonymous letter in an earlier issue, in which a man had emphasized men’s 
dependence upon a wife’s sympathy and friendship. The responses noted that 
if men needed sympathy within marriage so did women. Marriage, they said, 
was a companionate relationship and not one in which men were to receive 
all the support. “The first duty of a Man Fit for a Husband,” wrote M. H. D., 
“should be the cultivation of a close companionship with his wife, and the 
combination with love of that communion of spirit and true sympathy, 
which is generally considered to be an attribute of friendship.” Another 
correspondent, also anonymous, emphasized the need for equality between 
the partners and contended that, though it is “traditional that a man wants 
his wife to be better than he is, the converse should become equally a 
truism.” Marriage, she insisted, should be a relationship “of mutual help¬ 
fulness.” A third writer made the same point in a slightly different and 
cleverer way. Mothers need to train their sons for marriage as much as 
their daughters, she argued, for “if women, whose intuitions are admitted 
to be superior to those of men cannot learn housekeeping by that faculty, 
how do we expect men to.” 28 

Although in the middle-class marriage in 19th-century America there 
was a mutual dependence on the part of husband and wife, that fact did 
not preclude differing degrees of autonomy for them. Nor did it necessarily 
follow that the male member of the marriage would be the dominant or 
only decision-making member. In the middle 1840s Harriet Beecher Stowe 
was quite dependent financially upon her husband and burdened by the 
care of children, who came in rapid succession early in her marriage. Yet 
she had no trouble in outstripping her husband, Calvin, in the assertion of 
her own self-confidence and sense of self-reliance. “My love, you do wrong 
to worry so much about temporal matters,” she admonished him in 1844, 
for it revealed a lack of faith in the Savior. “Every letter of yours contains 
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such unbelieving doubts ‘who will take care of us and keep us out of 
debt?’ ’’ Harriet herself harbored no doubts as to who would do it. “My 
love if you were dead this day—and I feeble as I am with five little chil¬ 
dren I would not doubt nor despond nor expect to starve. . . . Were I a 
widow standing just as I am I would not have one fear, for she was con¬ 
fident God would take care of them. Then, despite her ostensible reliance 
upon the deity, she made clear that it was her own will and mind that 
would take care of them all. “If you will put the affairs all into my hands, 
let me manage them my own way and give a thought during the winter 
only to be good and grow in grace, 17/ engage to bring things out right in 
the spring,” she promised.Although 19th-century society gave all the ad¬ 
vantages, all the indicia as well as most of the substance of power to the 
male, within the family the relationship was, in the end, between two peo¬ 
ple. Who predominated depended as much on what each was as on the 
public definition of the institution. 

Not all women were as assertive in their marriage as Harriet Stowe. Yet 
many women made significant decisions about the management of the 
home. The rearing of children, for example, was almost entirely in the 
hands of mothers. Wives also participated in deciding where the family 
would live. Mary Waterman Rice wrote her father in 1876 that she was 
trying to influence her husband to move from Illinois to California—her 
old home—rather than to Texas. Hyland Rice’s deteriorating health 
required that he live in a dry climate. But, she went on, the most recent let¬ 
ter from her absent husband indicated that they would be going to Texas. 
“I ami very sorry. I much prefer California,” she admitted, while quickly 
adding that she accepted the biblical rule that a wife should go wherever 
her husband did. Nevertheless, she did not conceal her hope that they 
would end up in California. Apparently her reluctance to go to Texas 
worked its influence; a month later she was packing to go to California to 
look over possible home sites. As it turned out, her husband s illness post¬ 
poned that venture, but in 1883 they were in fact living in California, as 
she had wanted to all along. Where a family lives is one of the crucial 
decisions a family makes; insofar as women, like Mary Rice, affected that 
decision they played a decisive role in the family. 

Not all women, of course, were as influential as Mary Rice. Some, like 
Mollie Sanford’s sister Dora, had nothing to say about where they lived. 
One day Dora’s husband simply announced that he had a good opportu¬ 
nity for a job in another city and that he and Dora would be leaving imme¬ 
diately. Apparently that was the first that Dora had heard of the possibil- 
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ity. When Byron Sanford, however, was confronted in the fall of 1861 
with a chance to become a second lieutenant in a newly formed Colorado 
regiment mustering for the war, he asked his wife Mollie, “Shall I accept?” 
Mollie was not ready to offer advice, though she knew that the common 
gossip was that few men would actually be sent east to fight. “It might be 
best for By to accept this position,” she remarked in her diary, because he 
had no other job. She believed that her opinion carried weight and, signifi¬ 
cantly, her husband had asked her for it. As it turned out, Byron Sanford 
did accept the commission. 

Bell Waller of Kentucky also participated in decisions of significance. At 
one point in 1852, she deliberately raised the question of whether they 
ought to move from Kentucky, since, as she wrote her husband, the area in 
which they lived “is visibly declining” and among the inhabitants of the 
region “there appears to be a settled and growing opinion that the place 
must go down.” Frequently, she wrote, she asked herself whether they 
were doing justice to their family in staying on in such a place. “To this 
important question I cannot make a satisfactory answer and I feel that it 
now requires our serious consideration and direct action.” The remainder 
of her letter is an analysis of what she and her husband wanted out of life 
and whether their present arrangements will help them achieve them. At 
the end she asked rhetorically at what other place “could we be happier 
than we are here” for what she wanted in life—to be able to love him— 
did not depend on a larger and more varied world. At another time, when 
Henry Waller was thinking about making a business trip to London, Bell 
offered her advice, though she promised to abide by his decision. She 
urged him, nevertheless, to discuss the matter with his father and with a 
member of the board of directors of his company. And when he raised the 
question of possibly abandoning the practice of law, she advised against it 
on the grounds the financial risks were too great. At still another time, 
Henry noted that “you write to me very solicitously about my finances. I 
have no desire, dearest, to conceal them from you,” but he did not think 
he ought to burden her with problems additional to her own. “Still,” he 
continued, “there should be no concealment between us; and I think it 
proper that a wife should have a sufficiently intelligent idea of her hus¬ 
band’s condition to enable her to adapt her economical arrangements and 
expenditures to that condition,” he wrote in 1856. He then went on to 
discuss his financial needs in such a way as to suggest that she was privy to 
a large part of his business activities. “Your suggestion as to a compro¬ 
mise,” he observed at one point, “is a wise one.”^^ 
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The writings left by women who made the arduous journey overland to 
California strongly suggest that few of them wanted to make the trip. 
“What possessed my husband, anyway,” wondered one woman, “that he 
should have thought of bringing [us?] away out through this God forsaken 
country.” Such a woman did not sound as if she had had very much to say 
about the decision to move west. 

Women generally did not see in the West the promise that men did. The 
adage of the time that the plains were “a heaven for men and dogs but a 
hell for women and oxen” referred to more than the climate or the monot¬ 
onous flatness of the land. It referred, also, to the loss of home, of familiar 
tasks and occupations that made up the world of a married woman. As 
one woman remarked as she and her family crossed the Continental Divide 
at South Pass, “Oh, shall we ever live like civilized beings again?” It was 
not uncommon for women to speak of leaving civilization behind as they 
entered upon the westward journey. To many women, civilization was 
more than law, books, or government; it was also pianos, church societies, 
linens, china, and mirrors; it was home. Not surprisingly, therefore, in the 
written documents from the overland trek there are many indications that 
women sought to reproduce their old home-life even when circumstances 
were hardly conductive. They sought to keep up their knitting or crochet¬ 
ing groups, and other contacts with women. As one woman said when 
telling of the arrival of an old friend at their camp, “we got out our 
Daguerreotypes and tried to live over again some of the happy days of 
‘Auld Lang Syne’ ” back East. The central place that home held in the 
minds of women on the trail was captured in the comment of one woman 
migrant. “Each advanced step of the slow, plodding cattle,” she feared, 
“carried us farther and farther from civilization into a desolate, barbarous 
country. But our new home lay beyond all this and was a shining beacon 
that beckoned us on, inspiring our hearts with hope and courage.” 

At least two conclusions may be drawn from the obvious dissatisfaction 
displayed by many women who followed the Overland Trail with their 
husbands, aside from their having little influence over the original decision 
to migrate. The first is that women seem to have been rather contented 
with the idea of a sphere of activity Separate from men’s. For during those 
weeks and even months of crossing the plains, women had the opportunity 
to take up many traditional masculine tasks, if only because the exigencies 
of the trip compelled them to. They labored to push the wagons, gathered 
fuel, carried water, and managed animals as the need arose. Yet, despite 
the altered circumstances—that is, the breaking of the crust of custom, so 
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to speak—women did little to seize the opportunity to abandon their tradi¬ 
tional role. However willing women may' have been to take up those 
chores usually reserved for men because trail life required it, the great ma¬ 
jority of women apparently perceived their assumption of male roles and 
tasks to be temporary. Neither men nor women, for that matter, consid¬ 
ered the overlapping of roles on the trail as either permanent or threaten¬ 
ing to the traditional gender division of labor. In fact, as historians Johnny 
Faragher and Christine Stansell have concluded in their study of women 
on the Overland Trail, “women fought against the forces of necessity to 
hold together the few fragments of female subculture left to them.” 3® 

Lillian Schlissel, another student of women in the westward movement, 
has observed that “the work imposed on women during the six or seven 
months of travel along the Overland Trail was not merely arduous, but 
was often felt to be demeaning.” Moreover, Schlissel pointed out, women 
had little to say about where they went, when, or where they stopped for 
the night, how they set up the camp, or when they resumed in the morn¬ 
ing. Such a lack of decision-making by women was in sharp contrast to 
their freedom to control their daily activities when in their established 
homes back East.^^ 

It might be objected that the period during which women on the trail 
performed men’s tasks was too short to affect women’s future activities, 
that women instinctively, if not consciously, knew that they must take up 
again the old roles once they reached California. To a certain extent that 
objection is valid, but not wholly. After all, none of the women knew that 
the new home would be exactly like the old; it was largely an unsettled 
region into which they were going. Women might well be able to forge a 
different and more congenial place for themselves if they were so minded. 
But in order for that to happen women would have had to be basically 
unhappy and dissatisfied with their traditional role. Yet if they were so dis¬ 
satisfied, why did they take up the new “masculine” tasks on the trail with 
such reluctance, as the documents certainly show they did? Significantly, 
an unmarried young woman like Mollie Dorsey, as we have seen, immedi¬ 
ately took advantage of the liberation that migration to a new country 
provided her. It would seem, then, that for most married women the 
domestic role, as the doctrine of the two spheres defined it, may well have 
offered advantages that they not only recognized but sought to retain. 
Among other things it provided companionship with other women, a sense 
of self-worth and personal value, and an independence of men. To have 
eliminated the segregation by gender between work and home, for ex- 
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ample, would have been to weaken that association among women and 
that sense of identification with other women, which separation of the 
sexes encouraged. 

It is also relevant to notice here that a recent historian of the utopian 
communities of the early 19th century has concluded that few women 
wanted to join communities in which segregation by gender was breached. 
When they did join, it was primarily because their husbands were dissatis¬ 
fied with the traditional relations between the sexes. Significantly, many of 
those communities provided for communal household and child care—that 
is, they would have removed some of the traditional tasks which the doc¬ 
trine of the two spheres prescribed for married women. Nevertheless, de¬ 
spite the availability of this realistic alternative, few women, apparently, 
elected to take advantage of the opportunity.(At the same time, it must 
be remembered that an assertion of domesticity on the part of women, by 
emphasizing women’s gender or their differences from men, weakened 
their claim to a full range of human experiences. Domesticity, no matter 
how advantageous it might be for women within the family in the short 
run, could not lead directly to a feminist or individualistic assertion of 
women’s full humanity. Yet in the short run it could, and probably did 
improve women’s status by increasing their power and enhancing their 
self-confidence.) 

The second point to be made about the women who followed the Over¬ 
land Trail is that most of them were not upper-class or even middle-class 
women. Yet they exhibited, as we have seen, the same belief in the proper 
sphere of women that middle- and upper-class women and the popular lit¬ 
erature of the day advanced. Although this point may seem obvious and 
expected, it is worth making, since it is not always clear that the values 
and practices of middle-class women have any effect or influence upon the 
outlook and behavior of working-class people. This “downward” projec¬ 
tion of middle-class attitudes and practices, however, should not have been 
unexpected in a society like that of the United States, where class con¬ 
sciousness was weak, and widespread literacy permitted a large majority of 
women to inform themselves of the standards of the middle and upper 
classes. 

The as yet unpublished research into California divorce records of the 
1870s by Robert Griswold offers additional reason for believing that work¬ 
ing-class women accepted the values and emulated the behavior of the 
middle class. Griswold has shown that two-thirds of the 400 divorce peti¬ 
tions he examined from northern California counties during the 1870s and 
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1880s were made by working-class men, or by women married to working 
men, usually farm laborers, artisans, or ordinary farmers. Yet over and 
over again in their petitions these men and women showed that they be¬ 
lieved not only in the separation of the spheres but in the Cult of True 
Womanhood as well. Both women and men judged women to be “good 
women” if they performed traditional domestic tasks and eschewed being 
too forward or self-assertive. Men, on the other hand, were expected to 
treat women with the deference their moral superiority deserved. 

This chapter has argued that though the separation of the spheres was a 
part of the actual lives of women in the 19th century, the practice ought 
not to be seen as necessarily either demeaning or unduly subordinating. A 
truly companionate marriage may not have been yet in being, but the prac¬ 
tice was not as far from the ideal as some of the folklore about the 19th- 
century family would lead us to believe. When a sociologist recently under¬ 
took the study of housewives in the 1950s she asked the women she stud¬ 
ied to compare their lives with those of their grandmothers in the 19th 
century. Almost unanimously the women said that they saw a “loss of 
power by men.” The men of three generations earlier, they told her, had 
been “kings” and “czars” in their families, as they phrased it. The mid- 
20th-century housewives saw the change as an improvement for women, 
for in their grandmothers’ time, they contended, women had been veritable 
slaves to men. In fact, so sure were some women that the change was tak¬ 
ing place that one even contended that “Men are not men anymore, they 
are mice.” Nor should this myth of the powerful father and subordinate 
mother in the 19th century be seen as merely private opinion. As one 
recent sociologist has written, “Freud saw the Victorian father as a stern, 
forbidding—almost frightening—figure, controlling his wife and children 
with a firm hand.” And apparently the sociologist himself remembered his 
own family in similar terms. “The writer’s family was a Victorian type— 
all of the money was earned and dispensed by him [the father],” he told 
his readers. “Children filed their requests with the mother who relayed 
them to the father. The decision to grant or deny the request would even¬ 
tually come back via the same route; ‘Your father says that he cannot buy 
you a pair of roller skates this month—but he will try to get them for you 
next month.’Such comments remind one of the family depicted in 
Clarence Day’s play Life with Father. Perhaps it is time to recognize that 
Day’s Victorian father, like the recent sociologist’s and Freud’s, was more 
of a caricature than we have thought. 

The relation between husband and wife is certainly a central aspect of 
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Because the people of 19th-century America often spoke and wrote about 
mothers and wives in rather extravagant, almost doting, phrases, it is easy 
to assume that the life of a married woman then was as vacuous as the 
words with which it was described. The historical truth is quite different. 
For even when women’s activities were confined to the home and children, 
the responsibilities were still great and the physical burdens heavy. After 
all, under the doctrine of separate spheres, it was the woman who was 
charged with maintaining the morality of the home in general and bearing 
and rearing the children in virtue in particular. On top of those responsi¬ 
bilities there was the onerous and unending task of meeting the physical 
needs of husband, children, and self. 

Given the nature and range of tasks confronting a wife and mother, it is 
not surprising that many women found the work of the home demanding 
and not always enjoyable. Although Catharine Beecher was one of the 
most successful and prominent of the writers of handbooks on domestic 
life, her sister Harriet Beecher Stowe was not one of the more contented 
housekeepers. Indeed, it is probably because she was discontented with her 
lot that we learn so explicitly about the burdensome routine of domestic 
life. “Since you have gone I have had a great pressure of care upon me,” 
she wrote in 1844 to her husband Calvin. At that time she had five small 
children. “The arranging of the whole house with reference to the new sys¬ 
tem, the cleaning, etc. The childrens clothes and the baby have seemed to 
press on my mind all at once. Sometimes it seems as if anxious thought has 
become a disease with me from which I could not be free.” 
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At another time she spelled out her morning routine. She rose at 5;30 
and ate breakfast at 6:00, since she had a cook as well as another servan . 
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nesU:bTri that Harriet Stowe’s schedule was the compulsive a. 
tivity of the descendant of a New England Puritan, consider an entry from 
the Lry of a South Carolina woman in 1860: “This morning I 
having been disturbed in the night, hurried down to have 
ranged for breakfast. Ham and eggs. . . • Wrote a letter to • ■ • 

had prayers got the boys off to town. Had work cut out, gave orders 
about dinnei, had the horse-feed fixed in hot water, h,ad the box filled with 
cork- went to see about the carpenters working at the negro ouses. ... 
These carpenters Mr. Grimball told me he wished rne to see about every 
dav and now I have to cut out the flannel jackets.” 

Long before Virginia Woolf wrote about a woman’s need ^ 

one’s own, the necessity for it was set forth quite concretely by Harriet 
Beecher Stowe in a letter to her husband in 1844. Oil the last day o long 
. visit with her brother in Indianapolis she reflected on my state 

ment in this place, in which I have enjoyed what ' ^''^'“77^of “Lse 
to enjoy-a season of tranquil vegetation.” In the enjoyment of those 
things which she lacked at home, she remarked, “ I ^ave forgotten a mo 
the faces of my children-all the perplexing details of home and .a mo 
that I am a married woman.” In contrast to the situation at home, at he 
brother’s house she lay down each night “tranquilly, . . ’ 
into the dining room and listened to the ticking of the clock, till I do , 

and then slept and slept all night-and then w^e next ™7'"g^77xt 
any anxiety or a thought except whether breakfast was ready in the nex 
room. . . . After breakfast, 1 have read, sewed, talked, and above all p 

as much as and just when I wished to.”’ 

The privacy and rest that Harriet Stowe relished were "“7 

sary if a woman sought to use her talents, as Stoive did, beyond the rou- 
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tines of the home, to realize her capabilities in the world. Mary Hallock 
Foote, who, like Stowe, was a professional writer, felt the pressures and 
demands of the household most keenly when the workers at her husband’s 
engineering project in Idaho were compelled to stay indoors because of the 
weather. Everyone then seemed to be pressing upon her, “and I wished the 
house might be cleared of men with all my heart. ... It will be such a 
relief, if that time soon comes, when I can once more ‘possess the uses of 
my soul.’ ” For as things were, “I am daily dropped in little pieces and 
passed around and devoured and expected to be whole again next day and 
all days and I am never alone for a single minute!”"^ 

The household routine, which the ideal of the two spheres decreed for 
the married woman, was unending, even when the household enjoyed the 
assistance of servants. When there were no servants, as on the Overland 
Trail, women literally had no breaks at all from the circle of labor. For 
even when the wagon trains stopped to rest, the work of women con¬ 
tinued. “The plain fact of the matter,” complained one young woman on 
the trail to California, “is we have no time for sociability. From the time 
we get up in the morning, until we are on the road, it is hurry, scurry to 
get breakfast and put away the things that necessarily had to be pulled out 
last night.” While the train was in motion, no other woman could be in 
the wagon, and at noon, when the wagons stopped for meals, the break¬ 
fast routine of hurry, scurry was repeated. “At night all the cooking uten¬ 
sils and provisions are to be gotten about the camp fire, and cooking 
enough to last until the next night.” The men, at this time, sit around the 
fire, resting and talking of how far they had come that day.^ For the ordi¬ 
nary woman at home, there would, of course, be no breaking of camp 
each morning, but the routines of daily work would be more elaborate in 
caring for children, shopping, preparing meals, cleaning the house, making 
and mending clothes. The day would be as long and as full, but the pace 
would be slower and somewhat more flexible. 

Nor did the demands of the household in the 20th century alter the 
character of women’s sphere of activities. Margaret Fowler Dunaway was 
the wife of a Milwaukee businessman in the late 1920s and had ambitions 
to write and read extensively. Yet her complaint to her journal in 1929 
would have been familiar to Harriet Beecher Stowe. “I sit down to my 
desk in the morning rejoicing that I may write an hour, but the big boy 
needs a letter of admonition and encouragement. The little girl needs a 
bunny rabbit stitched to take to school . . . and the elder sister must have 
a good hot lunch as she eats no breakfast.” Dunaway was more easily 
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reconciled in this instance to the denials of her talents than Mary Foote or 
Harriet Stowe. Yet she clearly recognized her sacrifice, “i never hear of a 
successful man, but I think of the great character behind him who had 
made the necessary sacrifices.” In Dunaway’s mind the conception of 
women’s role as one of self-sacrifice for the good of the family was as alive 
and pertinent in the 20th century as it had been in the early 19th. A little 
later, in 1931, just after the Christmas holiday, she was not quite so con¬ 
tented with her sacrifices. “Cleaning! Baking! Ironing! —When evening ar¬ 
rived I was only a scullery maid, naught left of me, but a deep, intense 
hunger for something live, something vital before the day sinks into 
oblivion,” she complained to her journal. Yet in the next entry one senses 
her guilt at having not been as compliant as she thought she ought to be. 
“Against the unspoken wishes of the other four how often have I gone 
against them to feed this hunger.”® And so the conflict between self and 
family, which some women in the 19th century felt and sometimes fought 
against, still confronted many married women well into the 20th century. 
In fact it remains today the central, unresolved tension in the life of a 
^oman in the family. 

Beneath the ideology and advocacy of the domestic sphere for women in 
the 19th century there was, of course, one great, fundamental fact that be¬ 
stowed significance upon all of it. Only women bore children, and only 
women could properly feed them in the early years of life. No man could 
perform those tasks, even if he were willing to. Not surprisingly, therefore, 
the ideology of domesticity stressed that woman’s destiny was mother¬ 
hood. Some medical authorities became almost obsessed with that aspect 
of a woman’s life, saying that the uterus was the central organ of the sex, 
around which all other facets of a woman’s life necessarily revolved. One 
of the principal objections to contraception by medical and lay persons in 
the 19th century was that it seemed to call into the question the idea that 
women were meant to bear children. And in the typical marriage, a birth 
did occur early on, usually within the first twelve or eighteen months. 

• Mary Hallock Foote’s verbal reaction to the quickening of her first 
child—^what she called “the beginning of life in my httle unknown”—cap¬ 
tures some of the mystery of pregnancy for a woman. She told her old 
school friend Helena Gilder in January 1877 of her feelings. She was at¬ 
tending church in San Francisco with some friends w'hen the organ music 
“made me feel so strangely—Its throbbing seemed to stifle me and for the 
first time that pulse within me woke and throbbed so strong ... it took 
away my breath.” She thought she was going to faint, but managed not to. 
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One of her companions noticed the change in her, but she revealed noth¬ 
ing. “It seems absurd to talk so much about an experience common to 
every woman,” she admitted to Helena, “but I think it one of the strangest 
feelings—that double pulse—that life within a life—I cannot get used to 
it.” 7 

For most of human history, and not only in the West, childbirth has 
been a peculiarly female experience, not just because women alone bear 
children but because those present at the birth have almost always been 
women only. In early modern times, it is true, male physicians were some¬ 
times present at extremely difficult births or because dynastic or other non¬ 
medical reasons imbued the birth with, importance. But for most women 
before the 19th century, childbearing was a female-only experience. 
Among ordinary women, as among the nobility or royalty, the birth of a 
child was an occasion in which a number of women would be present, not 
only as helpers but as visitors and well-wishers. A confinement was an oc¬ 
casion for women to meet, to be convivial as well as supportive. It was, in 
short, a female ritual and rite, and one which it was not unusual for a 
woman to return home for if she had moved away when she married. The 
attending medical figure was also a woman—a midwife, who usually had 
experience in, and some folk knowledge about, delivering babies. None 
had any special training, and usually she did no more than cut the umbili¬ 
cal cord, carry away the afterbirth, and, if there was a possibility of a 
breech delivery, turn the fetus around for a head-first delivery. By and 
large, childbirth was considered to be a natural, if dangerous and painful, 
experience. Any woman was deemed capable of assisting at it; during the 
colonial period in America only New York and Massachusetts had any 
laws at all regulating midwives, and they were neither significant nor en¬ 
forced. 

Around the time of the Revolution, however, a change in practice and 
outlook began. As American male doctors learned more in European medi¬ 
cal schools and at home about obstetrics, a few of them in cities began to 
specialize in the field. Dr. William Shippen, Jr., of Philadelphia is usually 
identified as the first male physician regularly to attend women at child¬ 
birth in America. He began his practice in 1763. Some of the male mid¬ 
wives—the word “obstetrician” was later deliberately coined to remove 
the female connotations of “midwife” from medical attendance at child- 
births—openly recommended their own services on the grounds that their 
knowledge and skills might relieve women of some of the difficulties and 
pain of parturition. This was particularly relevant when forceps or other 
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instruments were needed. In the process, a subtle cliange began to come 
over public attitudes toward childbearing. Whereas before it had been axi¬ 
omatic, as the Bible said, that women should expect to suffer in childbirth, 
now ways of avoiding suffering were not only being offered but accepted 
as well. At one time, wrote one male medical student in 1812, women 
were “generally looked on by their rugged lords as unworthy of any par¬ 
ticular attention,” and death itself would not have been seen as a matter 
of any importance,” but that was no longer true, he concluded. Another 
male physician simply asked “why should the female alone incur the pen¬ 
alty of God” when some relief through a knowledge of obstetrics was now 
possible? ® 

As more and more men entered the practice of attending women at 
births, the number of midwives declined. By 1815 the Philadelphia direc¬ 
tory listed 21 women midwives and 23 men as practitioners of midwifery 
(the term “obstetrics” had not yet been introduced). By 1819 the ratio was 
down to 13 females tc 42 males, while five years later only six females 
were in the directory. In Boston as early as 1820 midwifery was almost en¬ 
tirely confined to male physicians. These patterns ar^d developments, how¬ 
ever, should not be extrapolated to the country at large, for male obste¬ 
tricians were confined to the large cities. In fact., throughout the 19th 
century most births were still attended by midwives, not by male doctors. 
This was so not only because there were not sufficient doctors in the coun¬ 
try, but principally because it cost so much to have a doctor present at an 
event that was at once so common and so “natural.” As late as 1910 
about half of all births in the United States were still attended by mid¬ 
wives, and in some cities, because of the large numbers of poor immigrant 
and black women, the proportion may actually have been higher.^ 

Throughout the 19th century, but especially in the opening years of the 
20th century, the organized medical profession was concerned about the 
level of care and cleanliness provided by midwives. Male doctors also 
worried about the competition midwives brought to their own practices. 
The general concern reached a crescendo in the first two decades of the 
20th century when reliance upon midwives was high because of the large 
number of immigrant women then entering the country who turned to 
women of their own ethnic background for assistance during childbirth. 
Yet many of these midwives, as one investigation at the time reported, 
were “hopelessly dirty, ignorant, and incompetent.” Some public health 
authorities argued that the proper solution to the lack of cleanliness and 
knowledge was upgrading of the training of rnidwives through legal 



requirements, but the organized body of physicians countered that mid¬ 
wifery did nothing to advance the science of obstetrics. Furthermore, few 
male physicians relished making permanent the competition to their own 
practices. 

In the end the obstetricians won out, if only because the number of im¬ 
migrant women declined after 1920. Most middle-class women had long 
before decided to have regular physicians in attendance, and by the early 
20th century a substantial portion of them were going to the hospital to 
have Keir babies. On the other hand, there is no evidence that regular doc¬ 
tors in the early /.Oth century were significantly reducing the infant mortal¬ 
ity rate as compared with midwives. And in regard to the number of still 
births and cases of sepsis, the midwives would seem to have been doing a 
better job so far as studies at the time showed. The poor continued to 
depend upon midwives, but in ever decreasing numbers. As late as 1940, a 
full 48 per cent of all deliveries of non-white women were attended by 
midwives; at that same date some 60 per cent of all white births were tak¬ 
ing place in hospitals. By 1953, however, fewer than one out of five non¬ 
white births were carried through by midwives, thus suggesting in another 
way that the decision to employ a regular physician was largely deter¬ 
mined by economic situation. 

When male physicians began to enter the delivery room on a regular 
basis in the early years of the 19th century, the meaning of childbirth 
inevitably changed for women. It gradually ceased to be a female ritual 
largely because male doctors brought that to an end. For one thing, they 
usually reduced the number of women present at the birth, or removed 
them entirely. For another, male doctors, out of their growing sense of 
professionalism, did not like the conviviality and conversation that often 
accompanied labor and birth when women were present. At the same time, 
the male sex of the physician ensured that the procedure would be formal, 
cool, and impersonal. No male physician could examine his patient as fully 
or as freely as a midwife. Proper female delicacy forbade it and most 
physicians, throughout the 19th century, in order to avoid any charges of 
impropriety bent over backwards not to appear too familiar. As a result, 
lights were dim during the examination, and the examination and delivery 
were by touch only; if instruments were used they had to be manipulated 
under covers! One male writer even pointed out proudly, in justification of 
modesty, that one of the greatest male obstetricians had been blind! Thus 
wherever male physicians entered on the scene, childbirth became a private 
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matter. By the middle years of the 19th century obstetricians were com¬ 
monly present at births in most middle-class families. 

Pregnancy and childbirth were for 19th-century women, as for women 
in every place and at every time, a profound experience; they separated the 
sexes more fundamentally than anything else. Unfortunately, the personal 
meaning of pregnancy in the lives of 19th-century women is not easy to 
recapture. Few women wrote about their pregnancies, even though middle- 
class women were incessant correspondents about domestic matters. A 
modern reader of their most private journals and letters is often brought 
up short to learn of the birth of a baby, for no previous mention of a preg¬ 
nancy has been made, though obviously the writer must have known of 
the impending event for five or six months at the least. Today that kind of 
modesty appears not only excessive but incredible as well. Yet it is worth 
recalling that as recently as the 1950s it was not considered polite for ob¬ 
viously pregnant women to appear in public places more than was abso¬ 
lutely necessary. Adrienne Rich in her book on motherhood tells of the 
cancellation of a poetry reading, for which she was scheduled at a New 
England boys’ preparatory school in 1955, because she was seven months’ 
pregnant. She was told that the boys would not be able to concentrate on 
her poetry if she appeared in a pregnant state. 

When women in the 19th century did refer to their pregnancies, the 
comments were often tinged with fear, and with a sense of interruption or 
of the closing of an era in their lives. The sentiment is summed up in the 
journal entry of Sarah Ripley Stearns in 1813. She was then more than 
eight months’ pregnant with her first child, and had just come back from 
taking communion with her husband and sister. Anticipating that the 
event would soon incapacitate her, she noted in her journal that it “will 
probably be a long time before I have another opportunity of commemo¬ 
rating my Savior’s dying love. . . .” But, then, not having faced childbirth 
before, she recognized that “perhaps this is the last time I shall be permit¬ 
ted to join with my earthly friends.” (Nowhere, incidentally, does she link 
these observations with her pregnancy; their relevance became evident 
only from an entry three weeks later noting the birth of a daughter!) 

Three years later, when Sarah Stearns gave birth to her third child, she 
was still, perhaps inevitably, conscious of the interruption the birth would 
bring, noting that “it will most probably be many weeks before I have 
another opt. to write in this book.” But this time there were no references 
to fears of leaving her earthly friends. And well mig;ht she be rather used to 


the experience of childbirth; in only forty-seven months of married life, she 
had borne four live children!^® 

Sarah Stearns was one of those women for whom pregnancy was at 
most an inconvenience, knd, at that, only toward the end of the nine 
months. She even went to church right up until the final weeks. Elizabeth 
Cabot also seems to have gotten out during the seventh month of her first 
pregnancy. She wrote her sister in 1858 in regard to a party she expected 
to attend. “I am allowed a seat where I can creep in and out easily and' 
keep myself out of harm’s way. I am not a pretty figure for company,” she 
conceded, “but I hope to manage so as not to be obnoxious.” In that 
Massachusetts community, at least, there was no objection to pregnant 
women in public. One of the reasons Lizzie Cabot wanted to go to that 
party was that she found the pregnancy inconvenient. “You don’t know 
how it is to realize,” she told her sister, “that from a condition of vigorous 
health I am suddenly to drop into illness.” 

This was Lizzie’s first pregnancy, too, and, like Sarah Stearns, she worri¬ 
ed about her future. “Sometimes I think I must be very frivolous not to 
keep a steady eye on death and eternity all the time” instead of being so 
cheerful. But she deliberatley tried not to let the darker side of things 
dampen her “hope and comfort.” Even so, her success was not complete— 
or else she was just eminently practical. For she told her sister: “I have 
made my will and divided off all my little things and don’t mean to leave 
undone what I ought to do, if I can help it.”^^ 

Women, of course, had good reason to be concerned about death from 
childbirth, for it was always a possibility. And certainly it was a cloud over 
their lives that shadowed a man’s, if it did at all, only through his affection 
for a woman. Early mortality statistics, limited as they are, offer a measure 
of what childbearing cost women. The earliest available figures by sex and 
age are for 1840 and 1850. In those years the death rates for women be¬ 
tween the ages of 10 and 35 are greater than those for men, measuring 
thereby the effects of childbearing on women’s chances for life. By the end 
of the century, however, women at all ages had a lower mortality than 
men. And even in 1840 and 1850 the life expectancy of a girl at birth was 
greater than that of a boy, the difference in the 19th century being never 
more than three years, as compared with more than twice that in the 
middle of the 20th century. Nevertheless it still suggests that even a cen¬ 
tury ago women’s endurance was greater than men’s, just as it is today, 
despite the greater medical risk in the past. ^2 

If pregnancy brought trepidation to many women, to others it brought 


disappointment and sometimes even stronger negative reactions. For in an 
age of unreliable contraception and a strong belief in the virtues of child¬ 
bearing, family planning was haphazard at best. Elizabeth Cabot told her 
sister of a common friend, Lizzie, who had “gone the way of all flesh 
her euphemism for pregnancy—-and “expects her finah; in August and does 
not like it at all. ... The fact is Lizzie wanted very much to go abroad, 
and this puts a quietus on all such plans.” At no time did unhappy re¬ 
sponses to pregnancy burst forth more sharply than when a woman dis¬ 
covered, as Bell Waller did in 1852, that she was hot pregnant after all. “I 
have been sick,” she wrote her husband, “for some time—my nervousness 

was excessive, that alone confirmed me in the belief that I was p-. That 

thought, amounting to conviction preyed upon me, till the discontentment 
produced by it became unendurable.” At times, she admitted, she felt des¬ 
perate, particularly because she “felt unable to perform a mother s duty to 
the children we have and if we had more how could I get through my care. 

I felt borne down with the thought of the future; it presented only trials 
and sufferings and worse than all, failures; everything was robed with 
somber colours, clouds obscured my days, restlessness became a part of 
me. . . .” And though she was patient, “it was sullen patience, not the 
gentle endurance of the resigned.” Even religion, she confessed was not 
“able to reconcile me to what I feared was my condition. . . . 

The sure knowledge of a pregnancy evoked similar, if less lengthy ex¬ 
pressions of regret. “The knowledge causes no exhilarating feelings,” re¬ 
ported a Georgia woman in 1855 when she learned she was definitely 
pregnant. And the reason was that she knew she would suffer “almost 
constantly.” In the course of the next ten years she had several miscar¬ 
riages only to find herself in 1865 once again pregnant. Unfortunately, I 
have the prospect of adding again to the little members of my household. 
... I am sincerely sorry for it.” A North Carolina wife, so fearful of 
pregnancy that she stayed at the home of relatives, for longer and longer 
periods until her husband ordered her home, referred to pregnancy as 
“nothing but trouble and sorrow.” Another North Carolina woman re¬ 
lated her disappointment at finding herself pregnant to the economic bur¬ 
den it would impose. “My heart almost sinks within me at the thought of 
feeding another child,” she wrote her mother in 1845.^"^ 

These women conceived babies more easily and more often than they 
wanted. Others found conception more difficult, as the great demand for 
the services of a well-known gynecologist like Dr. J. Marion Sims make 
clear. Mary Hallock Foote was a woman who had some difficulty conceiv- 
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tng. Even though she had one child, she was unable to conceive another 
for years, as she told Helena Gilder, whose pregnancy in 1880 she clearly 
envied. “I am just as well as possible now and yet I can see no prospect of 
another child for me. ... I fancy I am like a fallow field. I rest every day 
more and more and I never felt better or happier in my life—but I do want 
another baby.” Yet for her childbirth was a matter of being “perfectly mis¬ 
erable in body for nine months.” 

Whatever the prospects of childbirth may have been, the experience was 
never easy, though not many women actually commented upon it. Not 
surprisingly, given her own difficulties, Mary Foote called birthing day 
“Dies Irae.” Mary Walker, living in the wilds of Oregon Territory in 
December 1838, had her first child when her husband was away. Although 
she knew about when the baby would come, she awoke suddenly at 4:00 
A.M. and felt a discharge. “Felt unwilling it should happen in the absence 
of my husband,” she later wrote in her diary. When the pains began, she 
sent for another missionary’s wife, who came with her husband. Between 
them they made the necessary preparations and left breakfast for her. “I 
became quite sick enough—began to feel discouraged. Felt as if I almost 
wished I had never been married. But there was no retreating; meet it I 
must. About eleven I began to be quite discouraged. I had hoped to be de¬ 
livered ere then. But just as I supposed the worst was at hand, my ears 
were saluted with the cry of my child.” When her third child was born, in 
March 1842, she was only somewhat less apprehensive. As before she an¬ 
ticipated the event; she rose at 5:00 a.m. and had an early breakfast and 
quickly did her housework by nine. “Baked six more loaves of bread. 
Made a kettle of mush and have a sewet pudding and some beef boiling. 

. . . May the mercy of the Merciful be with me through the expected 
scene,” she prayed. At nine that evening “was delivered of a son.”^^ 

Bell Waller was not able to work as well while pregnant, she told her 
husband in 1844. “I felt great bodily debility last evening; and consider¬ 
able pain in my back; nature is preparing herself for the crisis. I am feeling 
daily an increasing lassitude and weakness, it is very gradual. ... I have 
nothing of the energy and life which I possessed Christmas week.”^’ 

After the birth of a child, of course, women often suffered further, though 
someone like Mary Walker, if only because of her frontier circumstances, 
seemed to get back to work without more than two or three days’ respite. 
Four weeks after Elizabeth Cabot’s first baby was born, she wrote her sis¬ 
ter that “I am aware that I have a back and a head, and sometimes for 
short intervals they each ache, but except these I am as good as new, and 
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more thankful than I can ever tell or think.” The baby is “still tormenting 
me a little each time he nurses,” she added, “but less and less and another 
week will see me through that trouble I think.” Moreover, since the medi¬ 
cal wisdom of the day called for a protracted convalescence from child¬ 
birth, women found themselves incapacitated for another long period after 
the baby was born. Mary Foote admitted after the birth of her first child, 
when there were some medical complications, that “I could have cried, 
remembering how gayly” she and her husband had ridden over the hills, 
and of “the Sundays when I tramped with Arthur, following the steepest 
trails, without flagging a step. I thought to myself, I can never be a com¬ 
rade any more.” And even after the birth in 1886 of her third child, she 
felt the loss of her “out-door life” which her convalescence required.’^ 
Mary Foote’s physical incapacity, of course, would not last. But Flarriet 
Beecher Stowe learned from her entry into motherhood that she had en¬ 
tered upon a new and quite different life psychologically than she had 
known or expected. On the eleventh anniversary of her marriage, in Jan¬ 
uary 1847, she reviewed her feelings in a frank letter to her husband, Cal¬ 
vin. Most of her feelings were regrets. Her first disappointment, she told 
him, had been his frequent absences from home on behalf of fund-raising 
for his church. But that disappointment, she went on, was somewhat mit¬ 
igated by “the hope of being a mother. No creature ever so longed to see 
the face of a little one or had such a heart full of love to bestow.” How¬ 
ever, as in the case of her husband, reality did not live up to expectations. 
“Here came in trail again sickness, pain, perplexity, constant discour¬ 
agement, wearing, wasting days and nights,” not to mention an incompe¬ 
tent and deceitful nurse and an absent husband. “Ah how little comfort 
had I being a mother—and how has all that I proposed met and crossed 
and my way ever hedged up!” The lesson she drew from the experience 
was that God intended “that I should make no family be my chief good 
and portion, and bitter as the lesson has been I thank Him for it from my 
very soul.” For some women, of course, the consequences of childbirth 
could be much worse than even Harriet Stowe perceived them. It was 
surely for Mollie Sanford, who made the following entry in her journal at 
the birth of her first son: “When I first looked on his little face, he was in 
his little coffin.” 

Whether women welcomed their new babies, were surprised by them, or 
merely regretted them, the household nevertheless inevitably changed with 
their arrival. “I have little time for writing or serious reflection—with my 
little family,” observed Sarah Stearns in August 1815. In November she 


wrote that ‘‘the care necessarily due to my Infant often detains me at home 
when I wish to attend the public Ordinances of Religion.” And a year and 
a baby later she complained again about not being able to get to church 
but the cares of my babes takes up so large a portion of my time that I 
have not much time for reading or reflection,” even though she had “many 
things at heart, many devices in my imagination if I could execute any 
thing.” Soon after the birth of her fifth child in 1846, Mary Walker found 
herself almost overwhelmed by the work it entailed. “The cares of my fam¬ 
ily so engross my mind,” she wrote in her diary, “I have no room to think 
of anything else. I feel at times scarce courage enough to try to live, 
because the prospect is of only an increase in care from year to year for 
years to come.” But she was the true wife of a missionary: “Still I trust to 
find strength equal to my day.” Eliza Perkins opened a letter to a female 
friend with the observation that the friend would understand why she had 
not written “when you are a wife, and a mother of a crying babe, and feel 
it necessary to curtail your expenses as it respects help.” Simply because 
her new family had required her to restrict her correspondence “my friends 
have almost all given me up.” And then she went on to delineate one of 
the consequences of marriage and a family. “It is very painful . . . to be 
forgotten by friends whom you once knew as your own soul.”2o 
Mollie Sanford s lively diary also showed the effects of marriage and 
motherhood. The death of her first child' soon after birth and her second 
pregnancy seemed to have made her more dependent on her husband than 
before. While he was away during the Civil War, she boarded with an¬ 
other family. Any delay in his expected return made her restless and anx¬ 
ious. “It is late, and I only write to fill in the time,” she confessed in one 
entry, ‘for I cannot keep still.” And when he did arrive, she reacted exag¬ 
geratedly. “And now our life begins again, and if we have but little of this 
world s goods, I feel rich!!” Another entry made clear that she was almost 
painfully aware of how her marriage had changed her, life. “I spend my 
time, outside my little housework, rather monotonously. I do not improve 
much. Where hath my muse departed,” she wondered, referring to her ear¬ 
lier habit of writing poems and doggerel in her journal. Although it was 
only two years since they had come as a newly married couple to Denver, 

I feel almost a score of years older.” The birth of her second child vir¬ 
tually brought her journal to an end. “I only write now when the mood 
seizes me, she admitted in April 1863. “I know I am fulfilling the duties 
of wife and mother.” And with the birth of her second living child, the 
journal does indeed close. “With my two little ones, I will have less time to 
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journalize ” she wrote on the last page. “I hope to spend it caring for them 
in helpless infancy, training their young minds through childhood on up 

*cSena Anderson also found the daily round of household chores 
overwhelming and difficult to organize. She recognized that a mother 
could not adequately care for the children and maintain a house ,at the 
same time. If only she had “relief from the time-consuming details of 
housekeeping,” she wrote her husband in 1887, so that she might spend 
more time with the children. “Every night when I go to bed my heart sinks 
at the thought of opportunities lost for drawing out some faculty or doing 
just a little toward it, for directing them into better habits, or for leaving 
some pleasant impressions upon minds.” Her answer to the problem was 
that the family should live in a boarding house so that she could get r 
of that ‘what shall we eat and drink’ and have only the ‘wherewithal! sha 1 
we be clothed’ to contend with.” Under such circumstances she told Me - 
ville, the problem of properly training her children “would be simple. 
This prefiguring of what the later feminist Charlotte Gilman would ad¬ 
vocate and practice was ahead of the times and probably can be explained 
by Charlena Anderson’s advanced education and experience as a teacher 
prior to and during the early years of her marriage. But it nevertheless tes¬ 
tifies to the way in which a separate and limited sphere of activi^ filled the 
life of a woman even though much that was once expected of her was in¬ 
creasingly supplied by others outside the home. For the central task of the 
married woman in the 19th century, as Charlena Anderson’s complaints 
emphasized, was the rearing of children. That was the job according to 
the doctrine of the two spheres, for which women were peculiarly and nat- 

urally fitted. . , r • 

In the next chapter we will therefore look at the role of women in the 

rearing of children. 



IV 

Women and Children 


Today the United States Census counts any two individuals living under 
the same roof as a family. Historically, however, the family has usually in¬ 
cluded children, and that is the way the institution is popularly defined. 
Despite the centrality of the family in human experience and the obvious 
social importance of the ways in which children are raised, the history of 
childrearing is still largely unwritten. From the limited evidence now avail¬ 
able, it appears that around the turn from the 18th to the 19th century 
adults’ attitudes toward and practices in regard to children changed dra¬ 
matically. These were the same years, it will be remembered, in which a 
comparable change occurred in the character of the family. In fact, the 
changes in the perception of children constitute another of the reasons for 
placing the shift to the modern American family at the end of the 18th cen¬ 
tury. 

What were those changes? Perhaps the most notable is that children 
began to be seen as different from adults; among other things they were 
considered now more innocent; childhood itself was perceived as it is 
today, as a period of life not only worth recognizing and cherishing but ex¬ 
tending. Moreover, simply because children were being seen for the first 
time as special, the family’s reason for being, its justification as it were, 
was increasingly related to the proper rearing of children. 

This last laid a heavy burden of responsibility upon 19th-century 
parents. Literary and other manifestations of this novel conception of 
children and childhood appear around the middle of the 18th century, par¬ 
ticularly in the work of Genevan Jean Jacques Rousseau, espe- 
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dally in his book tmile (1762). In that book, for example, 
stressed the necessity of fitting education to the special nature of the child, 
rather than assuming that children were just little adults. Nature he in¬ 
sisted, “wants children to be children before they are men.” ^ Childhood 
was of value because it was invested with the virtue of being natural. Na¬ 
ture, as the Romantics who followed him would emphasize even more, 
was good, not evil; children as natural beings were not the depraved incip¬ 
ient adults of Calvinism or Christianity in general. They were beings in 
their own right. The writings and teachings of the Swiss educator Johann 
Pestalozzi similarly emphasized the naturalness and individuality of chil¬ 
dren. Though both Rousseau and Pestalozzi were Europeans, their ideas 
and writings were well known in the United States;. As two recent histo¬ 
rians of early 19th-century schooling in Massachusetts have written, “The 
waning of the harsh Calvinist view of infants, along with the dissemination 
of Lockean and Pestalozzian notions of the unique emotional, physical, 
and intellectual needs of pliant but frail young children, fostered the delin¬ 
eation of a distinctive stage of childhood—the preschooler. 

Philosophers and educators were not the only harbingers of a new and 
more favorable conception of children. Present-day literary critics have 
also discerned in poetry a novel emphasis upon the special virtue of chil¬ 
dren and childhood. “Until the last decades of the eighteenth century,” lit¬ 
erary critic Peter Coveney has written, “the child did not exist as an im¬ 
portant and continuous theme in English literature. Childhood as a major 
theme came with the generation of Blake and Wordsworth.” William 
Blake’s Songs of Innocence (1789) depicted children as lacking the innate 
wickedness that theology had long insisted upon. With Wordsworth and 
particularly with his “Ode: Intimations of Immortality” (1807) the wansi- 
tion from the old to the new conception of children was completed. The 
poem not only denied the innate depravity of children but asserted their es¬ 
sential innocence. In fact, the poem portrayed children as recently arrived 
from Heaven and thus closest to God and virtue. In Wordsworth’s view, 
as in Rousseau’s, growing up was really the corruption of innocence. No 
longer could the ending of childhood be seen as a good thing. On the con¬ 
trary, if it could be extended, so much the better. As critic Coveney 
pointed out, Wordsworth’s “Intimations of Immortality” became “one of 
the central references for the whole nineteenth century in its attitudes to 

Literary historian Barbara Garlitz has shown that Wordsworth s ideas— 
sometimes his precise words—in regard to children’s innocence actually 




turned up in the writing of Americans. James Russell Lowell, for example, 
wrote of his dead child that “the light of heaven she came from still 
lingered and gleamed in her hair.” Theologians, too, picked up 
Wordsworth’s romantic conception of children as beings recently come 
from God. A Boston minister lamented in 1855 that the evil influences of 
the world often lured the young “out of the bright heavenly kingdom 
which lay around their infancy.” And Nathaniel Hawthorne noted in his 
journal that he had spent many minutes scrutinizing his two-year-old son, 
wondering if the child had those “recollections of pre-existence” which 
Wordsworth and the Romantics insisted he had. At least one American 
publicist in 1841 said that he believed Wordsworth’s Ode alone had made 
parents aware of the value and merit of their children.^ 

Wordsworth’s Ode, no more than Pestalozzi’s or Rousseau’s writings, 
was not the cause for the new views, but all of them, along with many 
other Romantic writings, mark the profound shift that had occurred in 
popular attitudes toward children. A new recognition of the value of chil¬ 
dren was only one of the elements that comprised Romanticism. Its em¬ 
phasis upon feeling over reason, the primitive over the sophisticated, the 
natural over the contrived, and the simple over the complicated made it 
natural for Romantics to dote upon children and emphasize the need to 
cherish and love them and rear them with responsibility—even if Rousseau 
personally failed to practice what he preached. 

A more tangible measure of the emergence of a new conception of 
children at the opening of the 19th century was the publication of books 
written especially for children and books about their proper rearing. For if 
children were innocent and natural it followed that parents should learn 
how to care for them, love them, and instruct them properly. And so in the 
years after 1820 large numbers of advice books on child-rearing came off 
the presses in Britain and the United States. And as one authority on the 
history of child-rearing remarked, parents thought they “were remiss if 
they did not obtain and study [the] expanding body of literature on child 
rearing.” He quoted one mother early in the 19th century as writing, 
“There is scarcely any subject concerning which I feel more anxiety than 
the proper education of my children. It is a difficult and delicate subject, 
the more I feel how much is to be learnt by myself.” Significantly, he con¬ 
cluded, this interest in child-rearing literature “was a new phenomenon” in 
the 19th century.^ 

Not only was there a new literature on child-rearing, but a new genre of 
writing designed for children. “No trait in the literary development of the 


age is more striking,” asserted the Southern Literary Messenger in 1854, 
“than the importance which seems suddenly to have attached to what we 
call juvenile books for children.”^ By the time of the Civil War as rrtany as 
300 titles were being published in the United States each year; in England 
the number of titles issued was at least double that. This outpouring of 
books and printed materials for children continued through the century, at 
once reflecting and measuring the continuing interest in children, their edu¬ 
cation, and their central place in the family. 

This cherishing of children as innocent and different from adults, an 
outlook that certainly seems familiar to us today, was in sharp contrast to 
the attitudes most parents held in previous centuries. As John Demos 
pointed out in his study of 17th-century Plymouth, Massachusetts, chil¬ 
dren then were seen as miniature adults, not special beings whose youth 
and innocence should be treasured. Children in colonial New England^, Ed¬ 
mund Morgan has shown, were quite commonly sent away from home to 
work in other homes when only ten and eleven years of age. Their parents 
then took other children into their homes. The origins of this practice, 
which was widespread in England and went back at least to the 16th cen¬ 
tury, are obscure. But this willingness, for whatever reason, to let children 
leave the family so early in life is surely a sign of parents’ detachment from 
their children. This seems to be especially true when it is recognized that 
by the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th century children were 
staying at home much longer. As early as the 1820s, two scholars have 
recently reported, though from admittedly sketchy evidence, the usual age 
at which many children left home was fifteen. By the middle of the cen¬ 
tury, as formal public schooling spread, especially in the North, most 
children stayed with their parents until well into their teens. Most working 
girls, for example, continued to live at home even alter they went into full¬ 
time work between leaving school and marrying. Indeed, if one looks over 
the history of the ages at which children left home in American middle- 
class families, the tendency for the age to rise is clear, just what one would 
expect to happen in a new type of family characterized by the cherishing 
and even sentimentalizing of children. 

Although there are few written historical sources on attitudes of 
working-class parents toward their children in the 19th century, the lim¬ 
ited amount of child labor in the economy does suggest that childhood was 
seen as a special and different status by working-class parents, too. To say 
that does not mean that children were not expected to perform, chores 
around the house or farm, for of course they were. A recent study of pre- 



Civil War Newark, New Jersey, concludes that in one of the most highly 
industrialized cities in the nation—three quarters of the labor force was 
engaged in manufacturing—“the best evidence against the widespread use 
of child labor is that, although many of the craftsmen protested the em¬ 
ployment of unskilled teenagers, none complained about competition from 
child labor.” The study goes on to say that working-class families in New¬ 
ark were as likely to have their sons between the ages of fifteen and twenty 
living at home as the population in general. In 1850, the proportion stay¬ 
ing home in the city at large was 40 per cent; for the working-class fami¬ 
lies studied, 54 per cent. By 1860 the proportions had risen to 71 per 
cent and 66 per cent respeaively. Recent figures {see table below) on the 
proportions of children between the ages of 10 and 15 employed through¬ 
out the nation similarly suggest that after the Civil War working-class fam- 


Children, aged 10 through 15, gainfully employed 1870-1950 


Number {in thousands) 

Year Male Female Total 

Percentage of children 
10 through IS 
gainfully employed 
Male Female Total 

1870 

548 

191 

739 

19 

7 

13 

1880 

825 

293 

1,118 

24 

9 

17 

1890 

700 

320 

1,020 

17 

8 

12 

1900 



1,750 



18 

1910 



1,990 



18 

1920 



1,061 



8.5 

1930 



667 



5 

1940 



209 



1 

1950 



701 



2 


Source: Adapted from David Stern, Sandra Smith, and Fred Doolittle, “How Chil¬ 
dren Used To Work,” Law and Contemporary Problems 39 (Summer 1975), 99. 


dies generally kept their children at home at least until the completion of 
elementary school. Since only those children who actually worked for 
money are included in the census figures, the great proportion of those re¬ 
ported as working in the following table were probably urban residents. 
Nonetheless, it is still striking how small was the proportion of children, 
which included whites, blacks, poor, and rich, who were working for 
money. 

Another study, this time of working-class families only, carried out by 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor in 1901 showed that even when an investigation 
was limited to the children of workers the proportion of children in the 
paid work force was very small. The subjects of the investigation were 




some 25,000 families in the principal industrial cities in 33 states in which 
the family head earned no more than $1200 a year. Less than 10 per cent 
of the children between 10 and 16 years of age were at work,^ 

Other evidence also suggests that by the early years of the 19th century 
children were seen in a way quite different from that of previous cen¬ 
turies. Increasingly, children were viewed as individuals, as persons in 
their own right. The new attitude is reflected, for example, in the decline in 
the practice of naming children after parents. Daniel Scott Smith found 
that in Hingham, Massachusetts, in the 17th century over 60 per cent of 
first sons and 70 per cent of first daughters bore the same first name as a 
parent. By the early 19th century, however, the practice had declined to 
the extent that by then a different middle name was given the child also; 
and by the middle of the 19th century only 40 per cent of the sons and 16 
per cent of the daughters were still being given the name of a parent. 
Parents, in short, were seeing their children increasingly as individuals. The 
same interpretation can be drawn from the abandonment during the early 
19th century of naming a living child after a dead one. By the 19th century 
almost all children, even those who died at birth or in infancy, had their 
own names, that is, their own individuality. A further sign that children 
were gaining new recognition as individuals and as special beings was that 
celebration of birthdays began only in the 19th century. Finally, as one his¬ 
torian of childhood has remarked, prior to the 19th century children were 
referred to or reported on in letters of adults only in passing or as a for¬ 
mality. “One is struck,” this historian concluded, “by how infrequent, 
brief, casual, and sometimes hard-hearted are the references made to chil¬ 
dren by eighteenth-century Americans.”'^ 

A similar casualness about children appears in divorce petitions in the 
18th century. In a study of some 220 divorce cases in Massachusetts dur¬ 
ing the first eighty years of the 18th century, it was found that only a third 
of the petitions even mentioned children, though probably all of the liti¬ 
gants had children. When offspring were mentioned, it was usually by way 
of suggesting the previous strength of the marriage, not to arouse concern 
for the lot of the children. And even when children were mentioned in the 
petition, the number was rarely given, and the sex of them was never 
noted. In short, children were used in such cases in the interest of parents 
and not for themselves.® 

Another sign of a change in attitudes toward children is that in the tran¬ 
sition from the 18th to the 19th century there was a marked decline in 
recourse to corporal punishment of children. This shift in behavior within 





the home manifested itself, too, outside the home, notably in the public 
opposition to corporal punishment in schools. The question aroused a 
great deal of controversy as early as the 1840s, for by then physical pun¬ 
ishment of children was no longer being taken for granted. By then, too, 
school reformers were making clear their belief in the desirability of 
prolonging childhood through compulsory school attendance. One of them 
wrote, for example, that the school was to be an “asylum for the preserva¬ 
tion and culture of childhood.” Others recommended that the school year 
be extended to coincide with the years of childhood; failure to attend 
school was also attacked on the ground that it constituted a deprivation of 
an important experience of childhood. One historian has explained the 
well-known unruliness of college students during the early 19th century as 
a consequence of the permissive discipline of American parents who were 
thought to be too oriented toward their children and thus acted toward 
them in a sentimental fashion. Significantly, these parental attitudes and 
practices were contrasted to the more rigid ones said to have prevailed in 
preceding centuries.^ As we shall see in the next chapter, parents in the 
19th century, like those in the 20th, still felt it necessary to discipline 
children, but whippings and other kinds of violence were increasingly 
frowned upon, not only in the advice literature, but in the practices as well 
of the middle class. 

Although there is little doubt, in contrast with previous centuries, that 
the 19th was truly “the century of the child,” there is much doubt as to 
why that change to a modern outlook occurred at that particular moment 
in history. Some historians have related the change to a decline in infant 
mortality, which was said to have begun in the opening years of the 19th 
century. Once the likelihood of a particular child’s surviving to adulthood 
had been improved, so the reasoning goes, parents could afford to invest 
emotion and affection in their children. Hence the change in the concep¬ 
tion of children. Appealing as this explanation may be in logic, in fact it 
falls to the ground simply because there does not seem to have been any 
decline in infant mortality at any point in the whole century. The few reli¬ 
able figures available on infant mortality for the middle years of the cen¬ 
tury in Massachusetts actually show a rise in infant deaths. Furthermore, 
inasmuch as urbanization spread and fouled the air, contaminated the 
water supply, concentrated population, and increased the opportunities for 
the rapid spread of disease, the rise in infant mortality should cease to 
surprise us. As late as 1900 the rate of infant deaths in Massachusetts was 
no lower than it had been in 1850. Not until 1920 did it drop significantly 


at ali, when it fell to 79 deaths per thousand births from 141 deaths in 
1900. Obviously in such trends there is no support for the argument that 
by the opening decades of the 19th century parents would have an im¬ 
proved sense of security about the survival of their children. Yet, parents 
did indeed reduce the number of their children in the course of the 19th 
century. The reasons for the curtailment are best left for analysis to a 
later chapter. Suffice to say here that the fall in fertility, like the new atti¬ 
tude toward children, was closely related to other developments in the 
family, particularly the changing situation of women. 

The domestic role of women, which we have been calling the separation 
of the spheres, went hand in hand with the new conception of children as 
precious, and different from adults. In ideal and in practice the mother 
was responsible for carrying out the novel and special view of children. 
She was not only the bearer but the chief rearer of the children, a task that 
was increasingly invested with high responsibility and therefore great re¬ 
spect, and even authority. Women, it is true, had always reared children, 
but in the 19th century it was increasingly recognized as primarily, and, 
more important, properly woman’s task. Students of child-rearing litera¬ 
ture in England and America tell us that in the 16th and 17th centuries the 
father was depicted as the important figure in the rearing of children as 
well as being the ultimate authority in familial matters. In fact, most of the 
manuals of those centuries directed their advice to father. By the 18th cen¬ 
tury, however, the mother was being seen as the primary rearer, though, at 
that time the recognition, as one systematic study of the literature put it, 
was miade “with some anxiety expressed.” Even at that date, no emphasis 
was placed on an emotional bond between mother and child. (That such 
emotionality may actually have occurred is shown by the warnings in the 
literature against excessive emotion or attachment.) By the early 19th cen¬ 
tury, though, the mother was being frankly identified as “the primary 
rearer, without anxiety.” By then, one study assures us, “almost all of the 
middle class child-rearing literature spoke only to mothers,” referring to 
the uniqueness of the maternal role and the necessity of it for proper rear¬ 
ing. In the opening years of the 19th century the Protestant dergy also 
began to refer to the religious influence of mothers without making any 
references to paternal intervention, though that had been the practice in 
such literature in earlier centuries.'^ 

This increasing and indispensable role for women in the proper rearing 
of offspring was reinforced by the industrial changes that were removing 
or simplifying some of women’s traditional duties in the home. These 



changes thus left child care as a growing part of a woman’s day and life. 
And now that children were being perceived as special and precious, soci¬ 
ety wanted that concentration of attention to continue and grow. For only 
in that way could the child receive the attentive care the new conception of 
childhood prescribed. Nor should it be forgotten that it was to women’s 
advantage to encourage this emotional concentration upon children within 
the family and throughout society, since in that way woman’s own role 
would be enhanced. In effect, the more children were fussed over and 
cherished the more woman would be honored as the parent most directly 
and “naturally” concerned with them. It is surely not accidental that the 
century of the child is also the century of the Cult of True Womanhood. 
Exalting the child went hand in hand with exalting the domestic role of 
woman; each reinforced the other while together they raised domesticity 
within the family to a new and higher level of respectability. 

The natural, physical relationships between mother and child ensured 
that the mother’s influence would be primary during the child’s early 
years, that is, down to puberty, at least. Thereafter, especially on the farm, 
the father’s influence expanded, especially with his sons as they sought to 
find themselves as males and as workers outside the home. Meanwhile 
daughters continued to look to their mothers for guidance in assuming 
their gender roles in society. Yet before children of both sexes were eight 
or nine years of age, the mother was the prime inculcator of values, and 
perhaps their sole formal educator as well. For “keeping school” appeared 
in the letters and diaries of women as a common as well as an important 
responsibility of mothers, and not only those of the urban middle class 
who might have had servants. In sum, a new emphasis upon children and 
their proper rearing would be a reason why girls needed to be educated, 
too: so that they could become adequate teachers of their children. Signifi¬ 
cantly, as we shall see in Chapter XII, the movement to improve and ex¬ 
tend the education of girls also began at the end of the 18th and the 
beginning of the 19th century. 

One measure of the importance of women in the 19th-century middle- 
class family in general and in child-rearing in particular was the attenuated 
character of what has often been referred to as the “patriarchal family.” 
The typical husband in the middle-class family was hardly the patriarchal 
father who gave little recognition to his wife. By definition, the compan¬ 
ionate marriage placed limits on the power of the husband. 

A similar muting of the meaning and impact of patriarchy is observable 
when the relationship between father and children is examined. In a well- 


known passage, Alexis de Tocqueville described how weak patriarchal au¬ 
thority appeared to him when he visited the United States in the 1830s. 
With the coming of democracy, he contended, “a species of equality pre¬ 
vails around the domestic hearth. ... I think that in proportion as man¬ 
ners and laws become more democratic, the relation of father and son 
becomes more intimate and more affectionate; rules and authority are less 
talked of, confidence and tenderness are often increased. . . Tocqueville 
argued it would be a mistake to imagine that the children’s independence 
of their parents was preceded by any sort of domestic struggle. Instead of 
that “the father foresees the limits of his authority long before hand, and 
when the time arrives, he surrenders it without a struggle.” 

If Tocqueville’s conception of “equality around the domestic hearth” is 
not taken too literally, its truth can be illustrated by the remarks and be¬ 
havior of people of the time. Mother and father were often seen as equally 
interested and involved in the upbringing of their children. In 1818, for 
example, a young North Carolinian wrote to thank his father for letters 
and gifts received when he was away from home. In the course of his letter 
he made cleir his close relationship to both parents. Ever since his infancy, 
he wrote, “you and Mama were my best friends and I always try to do my 
best.” When, in 1860, Charles Jones, a Georgia planter and minister wrote 
his son, then almost thirty years old, to warn him against the evils of 
drink, he clearly indicated the admonition came also from the mother. 
“You are our first born, and dear son to your father and mother. You have 
been in many, many things a great comfort and joy to us. But you know 
not our solicitude for you that you may escape every danger—the danger 
of which we have been writing. . . . There are prayers offered for you 
daily; and often, in the dark and silent hours of midnight . . . your ever 
anxious and devoted mother is praying for you.” Conspicuously absent is 
any peremptory assertion of patriarchal authority. 

The following year, on the occasion of the son’s thirtieth birthday, the 
gentle, even sentimental, character of the father’s attitude was again appar¬ 
ent. When he first looked upon his son thirty years before, the father 
recalled, “I was as conscious of the flowing of a new affection through my 
soul ... as I would have been of a warm stream flowing over the most 
sensitive part of my person.” And that feeling, he added, had continued 
and would continue as long as “my heart continues to beat.” Significantly, 
he concluded as he began, with a plea that his son join the church to which 
all the other members of the family belonged. It is surely a measure of the 
limitations on paternal authority that Charles, Jr., never did join the 
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church during his father’s lifetime, despite the old gentleman’s frequent 
and personal and professional connection with the church. 

An as yet unpublished study by Jane T. Censer of the correspondence of 
some 100 upper-class families in North Carolina during the antebellum 
years also documents the reluctance of upper-class fathers to use their sub¬ 
stantial financial and psychological power over their children. She suggests 
that these fathers were caught between their desire to maintain authority 
within the family and the wish to please their children and thus remain in 
a friendly relationship with them. 

In the family of Joseph and Julia Holt there was no doubt that the 
mother was the dominant figure. It was the father who provided the psy¬ 
chological support and encouragement to the 19-year-old daughter “Ber¬ 
tie.” Julia Holt did the exhorting of the daughter to greater efforts and 
higher goals. ‘You can’t d6 everything at once,” the mother conceded in a 
letter in 1873, “but you can make every days work count—and it is your 
duty to yourself and to us to do it,” The parents, she continued, would do 
their best to support her by their jobs, but it was her responsibility to 
finish school and “the next 2 or 3 years of your life are to be specially 
devoted to it —everything else, correspondence, reading, company, and ev¬ 
erything are subordinate and secondary. . . .” If she would do that, Julia 
Holt promised, “you would stand a good chance to be a useful, indepen¬ 
dent and happy woman the rest of your life.” But she feared that Bertie 
was “in great danger of letting just this precious time be frittered away in 
childish trifling, . , . O dear! I wish you could get waked up to appreciate 
your privileges and improve them.” Nor was Julia reluctant to use com¬ 
parison of Bertie with others as a goad: “If you would work as Nina 
Gregory does—-as conscientiously and self-denyingly you could accomplish 
as much.” 

The father, on the other hand, emphasized how much he missed his 
daughter; he never resorted to the exhortations of his wife. “Be a real good 
girl,” he closed one letter. “We will be together next winter.” When her 
managing of a school election was successful, he wrote exultantly, “I 
glory, of course, in your success at the election. Lots of love and kisses 
from Father, The character of the relationship among the three can be in¬ 
ferred from the father’s telling the daughter of the accommodations she 
would have when she visited them after school was closed. Her room had 
“a narrow bedstead in it,” he writes. “I’ll let you sleep with Mother once a 
month.” 

It is true that in one respect Joseph and Julia Holt were hardly a typical 


couple, since Julia held a job as a teacher; few married white women 
worked in the 19th century. But Mollie Dorsey’s relationship with her fa¬ 
ther, whose wife did not work at a job, was almost as close or friendly as 
Bertie’s with Joseph Holt. One night, in order to avoid Mollie’s being 
compelled to walk home with an importuning widower, Mollie’s father 
came to pick her up after dinner. As they walked across the prairie, they 
saw young couples ahead of them, enjoying their walk together, “but none 
more than I, with my dear Father,” Mollie wrote in her journal, “who 
always enters into my enthusiastic love and admiration of the beautiful in 
nature.” 

The relatively democratic role of the father in the 19th-century family 
was only one of the reasons why mothers occupied a significant place. 
Another was that husbands were simply not at home as much as mothers, 
especially in the city home, where the mother’s tasks were generally con¬ 
fined to the house. The moral advice and child-rearing books of the 1830s 
and after backhandedly testified to the small role that fathers actually 
played in the rearing of children by their deploring of the father s absence 
at work. The advice literature usually stressed the desirability of the fa¬ 
ther’s active participation in the proper rearing of children, but the point 
was made in such a way as to make clear that in most middle-class homes 
the father was indeed absent most of the time. One domestic advice book 
in 1875, for example, urged fathers to participate in the care of children in 
order to lighten the burden of work upon mothers. After all, the manual 
pointed out, fathers love their children and work hard to support them; 
why should they not also cuddle them on their laps and care for their 
needs? Most of this advice literature reached urban parents primarily, who 
made up only a minority of Americans throughout the 19th century. But 
even among farmers, as Bernard Wishy has observed, fathers were not 
likely to be around the house enough to take an active part in the rearing 
of very young children. Thus even on the farm the mother’s role in the 
socialization of the child was predominant. 

By and large, men readily recognized the dominant role played by 
women in the proper rearing of children. In 1845 Horace Bushnell gave a 
series of sermons in Hartford in which he declared that the careful nurture 
of children in the home by women was even more important in shaping 
Christian character than conversion. Henry Waller, after telling in 1856 of 
some advice he had given to one of their sons, acknowledged to his wife 
that “I would not have taken such a step without advising with you or no- 
tiff^ing you of it. I agree with you perfectly in your views.” Two weeks ear- 




Her, when he offered a suggestion on child-rearing, he apologized for his 
interference. “I know, my darling, that if ever mother exerted herself for 
her children, you certainly do. You must therefore understand that I 
merely throw out the above suggestions by way of aiding you if I can.” 
The Wallers, incidentally, were not city dwellers; they lived on a farm in 
Kentucky. 

This recognition of the pre-eminence of women in the rearing of chil¬ 
dren did not mean that mothers sought to exclude the father. In fact, both 
the advice books and the mothers themselves testified to the wish to in¬ 
clude the father as much as possible. The wife of an absent seaman, for ex¬ 
ample, wrote her husband in 1829 that their newborn son, whom the fa¬ 
ther had not seen, was “a tuning round the room while i am wrighting” 
and had been told where his “Dear Father” was. A year later she sent to 
her husband “the Love of your Absent Wife and Son who will bee erly 
taught to love his absent Father.” 

One absent father who sought to take a hand in his infant son’s up¬ 
bringing testified at the same time, quite inadvertently, to the primary role 
of the mother in that upbringing, and in the administering of corporal 
punishment. William Pender wrote his wife in 1861 that she must not 
allow his father (the child’s grandfather) to spoil their son by protecting 
him against proper punishment. “He must not interfere when his [the 
child’s] Mama goes to whip him, but think of his youngest son [Pender 
himself], see what a good boy he is, and think what he might have been if 
his Mama had not whipped him so much and kept him in such good 
trim.” 

As Pender’s advice makes clear, fathers sometimes participated in child- 
rearing, even if, as in this instance, they were physically absent. Their ad¬ 
vice generally concerned the health of the children, a matter about which 
no one in the 19th century was a reliable authority, not even physicians. 
Henry Waller wrote his wife in Kentucky in 1840 about the illness of their 
son, the root of which he ascribed to his “eating too much trash.” Her 
remedies for the illness Waller thought inadequate. What the child needed 
was “a little calomel. Be very careful with his eating—don’t let him eat 
candy and cake and fruit, whilst he is so affected.” Pender, too, gave ad¬ 
vice on matters of healtli. He wrote his wife that she was not to bare the 
infant’s feet “according to the most approved style, but put something 
warm on them,” And in 1883 Sam Leland wrote his sister that he, who 
had once “professed to be so cold on the subject of babies, am a complete 
convert” now that he had an infant son of his own. In another letter he 


went on at great length about the child’s progress, telling his sister quite 
knowledgeably of the colic pains his son had suffered early in the morning. 
“We v/ant him as soon as possible to take only one meal between bedtime 
and six in the morning,” he wrote, expressing a hope that might have been 
heard in virtually the same words in 1970.^® 

The feeding of infants was almost invariably the responsibility of the 
mother and not simply because she alone could nurse. For even by the 
early years of the 19th century “dry-nursing” or, as it was sometimes also 
called, “raising a baby by hand,” was widely, if not commonly practiced. 
As early, as 1820 nursing bottles were cheap and available in most cities 
and towns. A good baby-food formula was not devised until the second 
half of the century, and the first rubber nipple was not patented until 
1845, but new styles of bottles came on the market fairly regularly, 
suggesting growing consumer demand. In fact, the vehemence with which 
an advice book for mothers as early as 1809 inveighed against those “self¬ 
ish mothers” or “monsters” who did not want to nurse their babies 
suggests that wet-nursing and dry-nursing were not rare even at that early 
date. By the 1830s the interest in alternatives to mother’s breast-feeding 
was sufficiently high that most advice books included information on dry- 
nursing and wet-nursing. Catharine Beecher’s widely circulated Treatise on 
Domestic Economy, published in 1841, treated the feeding of a baby “by 
hand” as almost as likely as by breast. The book included a recipe for 
making the baby’s food out of cow’s milk, advising that the milk be taken 
from a “new-milch cow,” mixed with one-third water and sweetened with 
a little white sugar. The baby, Beecher counseled, was to stay on this 
formula until the teeth appeared. 

Nevertheless, as the attack on mothers who did not nurse their babies 
suggested, all the advice books as well as individual physicians counseled 
that women should nurse their infants for their own sakes as well as the 
children’s. And apparently most women agreed. One woman wrote in 
discreet 19th-century fashion to her mother about an incident she had wit¬ 
nessed. She told of seeing the governor of Georgia at a railroad station 
holding a crying baby on his knee “trying to shake it into quietude, but 
failing in his efforts; Mrs. Brown gave it the natural source of comfort.” 
(The statement also suggests that nursing in public was not frowned upon 
even in the Southern Confederacy.) 

The importance attached to breast-feeding by the mother is apparent in 
the rather painful story of Mary Walker’s efforts while serving in the wilds 
of Oregon in 1838 as a missionary. Her nipples became very sore soon 


after the birth of the child and then caking occurred within one breast; the 
pain soon became excruciating. Even though she had to take morphine for 
the pain, she continued to nurse the child, though at one point her hus¬ 
band had to hold the baby and the breast, so severe was the pain. As she 
told her parents in a letter, the agony “was so intense that my hands 
would be clinched and a paroxism produced much like a fit, I think I can 
with truth say that I never knew what pain was untill then.” Finally, she 
had to give the child over to another woman who was just weaning her 
own child, but not before she tried unsuccessfully to fashion an artificial 
nipple from a mare’s teat to use with cow’s milk. To compound the mat¬ 
ter, her failure to be able to nurse her child herself aroused hostility from 
another missionary’s wife on the ground that if her “heart had only been 
big enough” she could have managed it!^® 

The importance attached to breast-feeding comes out, too, in an ex¬ 
ample from Georgia. Although Ruth Jones was dying of puerperal fever 
after the birth of her second child, she was aroused several times from her 
semi-comatose state to nurse the baby. Not until a few days before her 
death did her physician order the nursing to stop. It is not clear how the 
infant was fed thereafter, though it is possible, since the family owned a 
substantial number of slaves, that the infant was given to a slave mother 
who happened to have milk. On the other hand, there is a suggestion that 
the child was actually put onto dry-nursing, since only two months later 
the grandfather reported that the grandmother, with whom the child was 
living, “put the coconut dipper to her little mouth and she drank heartily 
like an old person.” 

The advice books may have thought nursing was desirable, but that did 
not mean it was always possible. Certainly that was implied in Sam Le- 
land’s comment to his sister in 1883 that “fortunately” his wife “seems to 
have plenty of milk,” as if it was not to be taken for granted. He was 
happy to be able to say, too, that the milk “must be nourishing” since the 
baby is in excellent health—again a suggestion that some women, at least 
in the folklore of parents at the time, could not provide sufficient nourish¬ 
ment by nursing alone. William Pender’s suggestions to his wife to wean 
their son early because he thought nursing “might be keeping you down in 
flesh and strength” implied that some people thought nursing a strain on 
women. Five months later, when the baby was eleven months old, Pender 
returned to the subject, saying the boy “is old enough and nursing him will 
wear you down more than the birth of two.” Two days later Fanny Pender 
did wean the infant because she thought it was taking a toll of her 
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strength. Sam Leland, too, seemed to believe that nursing, for all the em¬ 
phasis the culture placed upon its value, was debilitating for women. 
“Isn’t it delightful,” he wrote to his sister about his wife, “that she is as 
well as can be, and as fat as a porpoise? It seems quite a marvel that it is 
so when she is nursing baby.”^^ 

At the end of the century, advice books were still extolling breast-feed¬ 
ing, but they recommended prompt weaning at ten to twelve months of 
age, about the same period recommended and practiced at the beginning 
of the cenmry. By the 1890s, however, bottle-feeding “from the begin¬ 
ning” was recommended as well, suggesting that breast-feeding was less and 
less successful. Some mothers were apparently interested in early weaning, 
for one young woman wrote her father in 1876 about the good health of 
her six-month-old son, though she did “not now feed the little one at all.” 
In short, by the opening of the 20th century, breast-feeding was probably 
considerably less important than it had been.^^ 

At the same time, the influence of mothers in child-rearing undoubtedly 
increased. More and more women by the opening decade of the 20th cen¬ 
tury were living in urban homes, their husbands out of the house at work. 
Almost fifty per cent of Americans in 1910 lived in cities, yet no more than 
5 per cent of married white women worked outside the home. In social 
statistics as well as in social ideology the home and the rearing of the 
children were the domain of women. Before the 19th century the rearing 
of children and the maintenance of the home had never been a full-time 
job; there had always been too many other things expected and demanded 
of the wife and mother. By the opening of the 20th century home and 
children were the world of most white women and an increasing number 
of black women as well. It is therefore appropriate to turn now to an ex¬ 
amination of the role of women in child-rearing beyond the earliest stages 
of infant care. 

Throughout the 19th century medical knowledge as well as advice 
books on child-rearing stressed the importance of the mother in the up¬ 
bringing of children. At the moment of conception, it is true, physicians 
generally assigned to both parents an equal, if different, influence on the 
child. But during pregnancy and nursing the mother’s attitudes, experi¬ 
ences, and even thoughts were believed to influence and shape the child. It 
seemied only natural, therefore, that, even after weaning, the mother’s role 
in rearing the child should be dominant. Certainly the child-advice litera¬ 
ture left no doubt on this score. “By the mother’s forming hand,” one 
manual asserted in 1848, the child “receives its shape to a great extent for 


all its future existence.” A year later, Mother's Assistant told its readers 
that “perhaps there is no proposition that is so hackneyed and at the same 
time so little understood as that women are the prime cause of all the good 
and evil in human actions. . . . Yes, mothers, in a certain sense, the des¬ 
tiny of a redeemed world is put into your hands.”24 

Although many of the child-rearing books of the time asserted that the 
father was clearly the head of the family, they also insisted upon the cen¬ 
tral role of women in rearing offspring. The apparent contradiction is 
resolved, as Bernard Wishy has pointed out, by recognizing that “whatever 
the ultimate or formal supremacy of the father, in most homes during the 
child’s earliest years, the mother was probably far more important than 
the father as an immediate source of ideals and as a disciplinarian” simply 
because most fathers were not at home.^^ Indeed, mothers were considered 
so essential to the moral regimen of the child that many advice books 
warned mothers against relying upon servants or nurses since they, with 
their own bad habits, could reduce or eliminate entirely the mother’s indis¬ 
pensable control over the child’s development. This kind of advice was in¬ 
tended for middle-class women and may actually have been directed 
against working-class women who were, after all, the servants and nurses. 

Perhaps, too, this is the place to raise the question of the extent to which 
the advice literature and the kinds of sources used here can be related to all 
social levels. It is quite true that most, if not all, of the advice books were 
directed at middle-and upper-class families, and certainly most of the cor¬ 
respondence among women and within families has been drawn largely 
from middle-class people. The fact is that historians know relatively little 
about the intimate details of working-class family life in these years, prin¬ 
cipally because the traditional written sources are lacking. Working-class 
people or immigrants usually did not keep diaries or maintain lengthy cor¬ 
respondence; moreover, even if they did, few were preserved. Yet, as was 
noted in regard to family correspondence in Chapter II, the middle-class 
character of most of the evidence does not seriously reduce its usefulness 
as a reflection of the behavior and attitudes of Americans in general. For 
one thing, middle-class people were a significant part of the population, 
probably as much as three-fifths, if commercial farm families are so denom¬ 
inated. For another, the middle class set the cultural tone and level of the 
society so that it seems reasonable to assume that what middle-class people 
were doing and thinking about children was influencing people of the 
working class as well. The great majority of the adult population by the 
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“race difference, superiority, etc.” just as Harriet Beecher Stowe might 
have instructed her child. And much like Sarah Stearns, the 20th-century 
mother prided herself on the intellectual along with the moral guidance she 
was providing her children. “I may not be giving my children worldly 
wealth,” she conceded, “but what a heritage is theirs! The best of the 
world’s literature and choicest gems of expressed thought has surrounded 
them since early years.” When a Virginia ham arrived from her traveling- 
businessman husband, she seized the occasion to sum up the parental 
division of labor. It has a distinct 19th-century cast to it: “Always a good 
Provider, plenteous food he has always supplied. The moral sustenance has 
ever been my chief thought.” 

The rearing of children required more than simply inculcating proper 
values or maintaining a good, moral atmosphere in the home. Discipline 
was also essential, and, though it was never the sole responsibility of the 
mother, her participation in that aspect of child-rearing in the 19th century 
was significant, as we shall see in the next chapter. 



V 

Inducting Children 
into the Social Order 


A time-honored way of raising children has been to coerce them physi¬ 
cally, thereby inculcating not only proper behavior but perhaps proper 
thoughts as well. And just because the ends were so important, physical 
disciplining occurred early in the life of the child, not only prior to the 
19th century but in the years after 1800 as well. The immediate purpose of 
this early discipline was to subdue the child’s self-assertiveness. Until that 
was done, it was then believed, little true education or spiritual growth 
could be expected. Historian Lawrence Stone tells us that in early 17th- 
century England, schools and parents alike undertook, as contemporaries 
put it, “to break the child’s will.” One 17th-century New England minis¬ 
ter, for example, ruefully observed that “there is in all children ... a 
stubbornness and stoutness of mind, arising from natural pride, which 
must in the first place be broken and beaten down.” He further advised 
parents that “children should not know, if it could be kept from them, that 
they have a will of their own.” ^ 

In 17th-century England whipping was one of the favorite ways of 
breaking the child’s will. The practice was so common that when one 
theologian sought to be graphic in describing the torments of Hell he said 
that they were “worse a thousand times than whippings,” and that “God’s 
anger is worse than your father’s anger.” The common use of the whip or 
cane in disciplining children in the early modern period is suggested by a 
comment made by King Henry IV of France to the governess of his son, 
the future King Louis XII. “I have a complaint to make,” Henry began, 
“you do not send word that you have whipped my son. I wish to com- 
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mand you to whip him every time that he is obstinate or mischievous, 
knowing well for myself that there is nothing in the world which will be 
better for him than that. I know it from experience, having myself profi¬ 
ted, for when I was his age I was often whipped. That is why,” the King 
concluded, “I want you to whip him and to make him understand why.” 
Whipping of children and other dependents persisted well into the 18th 
century. In the diary of William Byrd children seem to be whipped for 
little or nothing. And sometimes even more violent methods were used; 
Byrd claimed to have forced a child to drink “a pint of piss” for wetting 
the bed. 2 

Tlie idea that it was imperative to “break the will” of the child con¬ 
tinued into the 19th century. The new child-rearing literature that began to 
appear in large quantities in the 1830s and 1840s stressed the need to sub¬ 
due the child early and at almost any cost. “No child,” wrote Theodore 
Dwight in a book of advice to fathers in 1834, “has ever been known since 
the earliest period of the world, to be destitute of an evil disposition— 
however sweet it appears.” Dwight’s implication, however, that children 
were innately depraved was not typical of child-rearing thinking at that 
time. He expressed a line of thought that was by then outmoded. More 
typical was Lydia Maria Child, writer and abolitionist, who specifically de¬ 
nied any belief in infant depravity, however much she believed in control 
over the child. It was necessary, she insisted, to provide a good environ¬ 
ment if the child’s “bad propensities” were to be kept under control until 
he was able to resist evil on his own. “Evil,” she wrote in 1831, “is within 
and without.” By the early 19th century, the breaking of the child’s will 
was as much for the future benefit of the child as for any other consider¬ 
ation. That, too, marked a change from earlier centuries.^ 

The concern expressed in the child-rearing literature for early control 
over the child appears again and again in the letters of parents as well. In 
1860, for example, Mary Mallard described her two-year-old daughter to 
a close female friend: “She is a child of wonderful life and great activity of 
mind, so that I have constantly to be on my guard; and she often gets into 
trouble.” She then went on to say it was “no easy matter rightly to control 
a child,” but that she had no doubt that control was essential for proper 
upbringing. By way of illustration she recounted an incident of a few eve¬ 
nings earlier. After the father had reproved his young daughter for some 
act of misconduct, the child turned and looked at her father “in the most 
quizzical way and said; ‘Oh, darling, don’t talk so; you will scare this child 
into fits!’ ” Mary Mallard’s pointed conclusion from the incident was that 


“native depravity shows itself pretty often, but I hope in a few months 
more she will be quite an obedient little girl.”'^ The incident is doubly 
revealing; it shows not only a clear parental concern for controlling the 
child, but also a mildness of reaction that is typically 19th-century. No 18th- 
century parent would have ignored such a challenge. Mary Mallard’s 
mother also testified to a concern about controlling children. In writing to 
her widower son Charles about his daughter, who was being reared by 
her, she noted the progress of the two-year-old and concluded with the ob¬ 
servation, “I do not think she will ever be a difficult child to govern.”^ 
How to “govern” a child was Mary Waterman Rice’s concern, too, in 
1875 when she wrote to her father about her baby, then only twelve weeks 
old. After pointing out how attractive he was and how pleased she was to 
have him, she noted that “the other side of the story is . . . that even at 
this early age he shows that he possesses a furious temper and a most de¬ 
termined will, and I anticipate trouble in the future, if we [are] not very 
judicious in his government.” The problem of control, of course, could 
become more serious as the children matured. Thus some mothers, like 
Juliet Janin, took measures to anticipate problems of discipline and con¬ 
trol, When she was in New York in 1847 with her three young sons, she 
allowed only two of them to take the ferry to Staten Island. “I kept Louis 
with me because I feared he would be too wild and dispute with his 
brothers,” she wrote her husband. “There is not a milder, better behaved 
boy than he is when by himself and with those who will give up to him, 
but with older boys and his brothers who will not, he appears in a dif¬ 
ferent light. He is very self-willed and passionate and unstable to a 
degree—that is alarming. Those are the worst traits of his character.”^ 
Control over her sons was just as important to Charlena Anderson as it 
was to Juliet Janin, but her confidence was less. In 1881 she wrote her 
husband that her two sons, neither of whom was yet six years old, were “a 
great care, the little rascals. Balfour does not mind a whipping in the 
least,” she reported, suggesting that she had tried her hand at that in her 
husband’s absence; “and Playfair is growing bold and it keeps me busy to 
study out different ways of keeping them in check.” Then she offered a 
succinct statement o^ her view of the responsibility for discipline and its 
justification. “I shall be glad when you get with them again to help in the 
responsibility of controlling them, and I know how much their character 
will depend upon how they are governed.” 

If concern with subduing the will of the child and “governing” it prop¬ 
erly did not alter substantially from the 17th to the 19th century, the way 



in which that governance was accomplished certainly did. The idea that 
whipping was good for the child-as Henry IV had said and which many 
17th- and 18th-century parents believed—was generally frowned upon by 
19th-century middle-class parents and the advice books they read. Affec¬ 
tionate persuasion addressed to the understanding, the conscience, and the 
heart,” advised Herman Humphrey in Domestic Education in 1840, “is 
the grand instrument to be employed in family government.” Whipping, 
the advice books told them, should be only a last resort. In 1847 Augusta 
Lamed, in her book Talks with Girls, put physical punishment at the end 
of a list of six devices for controlling children. The first, significantly, was 
“love,” the second “reason,” and the third “authority.”® The shift, of 
course, reflected the new appreciation of children and the sentimentality 
toward them that had been growing ever since the dawning of Romanticism. 
Nor was it accidental that the decline of physical punishment coincided 
with the rise in the importance of women within the family and their in¬ 
creasing concentration upon child-rearing and home. As the gentler sex, 
traditionally, it was only to be expected that under their aegis a more 
gentle approach would be taken toward children. 

As the listing in Talks with Girls makes clear, however, physical punish¬ 
ment was not prohibited even in the late 19th century. Instead there was a 
shift in priorities rather than an abandonment of physical coercion. In 
fact, as we saw in the last chapter, as late as the 1860s William Pender was 
justilying whipping in almost the same terms that Henry IV had used. And 
one mother in 1834 wrote in Mother's Magazine of her efforts to subdue 
her sixteen-month-old daughter’s will, offering us, thereby, a good illustra¬ 
tion of how whipping was no longer the first step to control, though it was 
not dropped entirely. Because the^ child would not say “dear mama on 
her father’s orders, the mother banished the child to a room alone. Al¬ 
though she screamed wildly for ten minutes, she stiU would not comply 
with the mother’s command. It was at that point that the mother spanked 
the child before putting her back into the room. After four hours of isola¬ 
tion, the child complied with her parent’s demand. 

A missionary couple, living on the Oregon frontier in the 1840s, also 
resorted to physical violence to induce proper behavior in their children. 
When two-year-old Cyrus Walker was told by his father to say please in 
asking for milk, the child refused, even though denied the milk. “He has 
gone to sleep with a smile of exultation depicted on his countenance, his 
mother recorded in her diary. “I hope if he is ever called to suffer at the 
stake he will be as unrelenting.” The parents’ reaction to a stubborn child. 


however, took a different turn with another son in 1846. Again the child 
was only two years of age; he requested some sugar. The mother told him 
to say please, but the child would only repeat, “I want some sugar.” At 
that juncture the mother decided “to try the rod which I continued to do 
with increasing severity till his father came when I delivered him to him, 
and he followed the same course till noon when the child became so much 
exhausted that we concluded to let him sleep, but he did not seem to yield 
at all.” After he had awakened, apparently refreshed, they resolved not to 
give him any food or drink until he said “please.” The response was “I 
don’t want to say please.” He was then put to bed without food. The next 
morning he was beaten again until “we feared to longer.” No temptations 
of food or drink moved the child, even though he had been without either 
for more than twenty-four hours. And apparently he never did yield, 
though that is not clear since the diary is damaged. But once food and 
drink had been given him he did say “please” many times. The experience 
shook the mother’s confidence in the use of physical punishment. “I regret 
the course we pursued,” she conceded once he began freely to say 

please,” even though she did “not perceive that he is much injured by it 
except for the time but less severity would I think have been just as well.” 
Her reasoning was revealing since it seemed to stem from her equating the 
child s personality with her own. “I often fear being guilty of the very 
thing for which I punish my child.” 

Other more sophisticated 19th-century parents found it necessary to use 
physical coercion when jess violent means failed. But there, too, the use 
was reluctant. Mary Waterman Rice, who had predicted trouble in govern¬ 
ing her newborn child, reported to her father ten years later in 1885 that 
she had broken his favorite hairbrush while giving her son a spanking. She 
wrote that since the boy had disobeyed her on two recent occasions, “I 
saw that a spanking was an immediate and positive necessity, and I do not 
generally do things by halves, therefore the spanking was a good and 
complete one, but I did make halves out of your brush.” 

Although physical punishment continued to be used, less violent means 
were usually relied upon for the control and discipline of children. The in¬ 
ternalizing of proper standards of behavior, which John Locke had ad¬ 
vocated at the end of the 17th century, had become the practice as well as 
the ideal by the early 19th century. Rather than continual correction of the 
child, the Victorian aim was to develop in the child early in its life a proper 
sense of self that made further correction unnecessary. To achieve this 
Lockean ideal, 19th-century parents resorted to a variety of devices, not all 
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of them novel, among which physical punishment was the last to be taken 
up. (Locke himself advised against any physical chastisement.) Much more 
common were shaming, playing upon the child’s guilt, and depriving the 
child of company, food, or self-respect. Again, the cause for the change 
probably should be sought in the new prominence of women within the 
family. It is not surprising that 19th-century women would resort to ver¬ 
bal means of control like shaming, arousing guilt, or denying love. 

In Catharine Sedgwick’s widely read noVel Home (1835), the method 
whereby the rod is spared and the child is saved was graphically depicted. 
When young Wallace Barclay impetuously threw his sister’s kitten into a 
pot of boiling water because the animal had torn his kite, he was neither 
whipped nor even deprived of food. Instead he was removed from the 
company of the family by being sent to his room for all the hours he was 
not at school. The intention was to cause him to think about the enormity 
of his deed. After considerably rumination Wallace told his father that he 
believed he could now resist temptation and control his temper. Twice, he 
reported to his father, he had been provoked by comrades at school, but in 
both instances he had successfully resisted. The father gave his blessing 
to the boy, convinced that the lesson had been well learned. 

Real parents used remarkably similar methods to the same end. Harriet 
Beecher Stowe wrote her husband that one of their daughters, Eliza, had 
failed to learn her lessons, a deficiency that caused her mother to take 
away “her dinner privileges and to have only bread and water in her own 
apartment.” Francis Wayland, prominent minister and later president of 
Brov/n University, anonymously reported in 1831 on his disciplining of his 
fifteen-month-old son.” Because Wayland was particularly concerned 
about the growing tendency of fathers to be absent from home and from 
the upbringing of their own children, Wayland published the incident in a 
religious journal. The substance of the story, which Wayland told in great 
detail, concerned the refusal of the child to stop crying when commanded 
to do so by his father, who was holding him on his lap. To encourage the 
child to stop crying, Wayland took from him a piece of bread he was hold¬ 
ing. At that point the child stopped crying, but when Wayland offered the 
bread to him, he angrily threw it on the floor. At this show of passion 
Wayland resolved to “subdue his temper” and so change “his disposition 
. . . that he would receive the bread from me, also be so reconciled to me 
that he would voluntarily come to me.” The task he had set himself, 
Wayland confessed, turned out to be “more difficult than I had expected.” 
In delineating his lesson, Wayland provides us with a concrete example of 


the intention and method by which a child in the 19th century was made 
to internalize the standards of his parents. 

Although the forms of discipline that Wayland employed were several, 
at no time did he use physical violence on the child. First he put the fifteen- 
month-old child in a room by himself and told the remainder of the house¬ 
hold that no one was to speak to him or to give him any food or drink. 
The isolation was begun at eight o’clock in the morning, with Wayland 
visiting the child once every hour or so, offering the bread and his own 
open arms. Although Wayland on these occasions spoke to his son “in the 
kindest tones,” the child adamantly refused to do as he was bidden. The 
increasingly thirsty child would “greedily” drink from a cup held against 
his mouth, Wayland reported, but he would not touch it. Similarly, he ate 
crumbs of bread that fell on the floor, but he would not take any food of¬ 
fered by his father. That night he went to bed without having had any 
food for the preceding twenty-four hours. The next day, by Wayland’s 
own description, the boy was in a pitiable state; hungry, wan, “his breath 
hot and feverish, and his voice feeble and wailing.” Yet he would not ac¬ 
cede to his father’s importunings. Then at ten o’clock in the morning he fi¬ 
nally took a piece of bread, to which his father added a cup of milk. 

Wayland, who was apparently in deep anxiety during the ordeal though 
he says little about his own reactions, “hoped that the labor was at last ac¬ 
complished.” But the job was not yet quite done. The child still refused to 
come to his father’s arms though he took food from him eagerly, even 
greedily. At this juncture Wayland stopped offering food and put the child 
back alone in his crib. The hourly visits were resumed until at around one 
o’clock in the afternoon that same day the child’s tone of voice began to 
change, his crying became less passionate. “You could clearly see in him,” 
Wayland concluded, “the abortive efforts of the will,” which it had been 
Wayland s aim to break. The boy raised his hands, th?n let them fall; he 
looked at his father, and then hid his face in the bedclothes, w'eeping 
“most sorrowfully” while Wayland addressed him “with invariable kind¬ 
ness. ’ But the child did not respond to these overtures in kind. By now, as 
Wayland analyzed the sequence of events, the child was beginning to rec¬ 
ognize the seriousness of the matter. Consequently, “his distress increased. 
He would not submit and he found that there was no help without it. It 
was truly surprising,” Wayland confessed, “to behold how much agony so 
young a being could inflict upon himself.” 

The child’s and Wayland’s agony came to an end some two hours later 
when, after one of his hourly visits, Wayland, as he was about to leave the 
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of his excessive logic, more was illustrated by the story than the necessity 
of maintaining order in the family. Total submission was the only way a 
sinner could be regenerated, and total submission in the child was the way 
for him to become a good character. Once that submission took place, 
Wayland argued, there was “an instantaneous change in his whole charac¬ 
ter.” It was akin to religious conversion, he insisted, for the Christian finds 

that happiness can never be obtained by obeying your own will, but that 
it is obtained only by relinquishing it.” And so, by analogy, in Wayland’s 
V mind, did the child. 

Finally, perhaps the most significant aspect of the episode is the self- 
consciousness displayed about how one rears a child. Wayland and the ed¬ 
itors of the journal thought the episode worth printing because they knew 
how interested parents were in the matter. And obviously Wayland him¬ 
self, as his carefully thought-out plan of attack upon his son’s intran¬ 
sigence and his later analysis made clear, had been thinking long and hard 
about the proper way to bring up a child. 

Wayland, it is true, was a minister, but men of the cloth were by no 
means alone in self-consciously thinking about child-rearing in these early 
decades of the century of the child. Certainly that was true of the Oregon 
missionaries, the Walkers, who spent so many hours on one lesson. And it 
is implied in the report of Juliet Janin to her husband about their school¬ 
boy son, Edward, in 1844. “He is by no means as passionate as he was 
and is quiet and gentle in his manners. I fear he has a delicate constitution. 
He is easily fatigued, complaining of frequent headaches brought on by 
study and is actually made sick by noise and disagreeable sights and 
smells. She then went on to tell of her visit with her three sons to a 
Chinese junk on exhibition in New York harbor. Two of the boys enjoyed 
the visit immensely; Edward got a headache. “He is a most interesting 
child, she continued, “and I regret more than I can express that I can not 
have him at home with me—his feelings are tender and his tastes refined. 
He would appreciate and be made happy by a mothers [sic] love and 

care.” 

The purpose behind Bronson Alcott’s efforts at systematic child-rearing 
was no more religious than Juliet Janin’s, yet Bronson’s methods were 
even more self-conscious than Wayland’s. Over a period of five years Al- 
cott kept several journals in which he recorded his experiments in the rais¬ 
ing of his own children. Significantly, in some ways Alcott’s methods were 
as cruel from a 20th-century point of view—as those employed by Way- 
land. Once, for example, Alcott tried to teach his daughter Anna, then 


about a year old, the conception of cause and effect. At a time he thought 
appropriate, he finally allowed her to put her hand into a flame, which for 
some time had aroused her attention. In his journal Alcott wrote that ap¬ 
parently his daughter felt the pain from the flame, but could not believe it, 
“for she put her hand again within the blaze in order to satisfy herself, but 
immediately withdrew it, her eyes suffused with tears and her whole coun¬ 
tenance assuming the appearance of chagrin and disappointment. A simi¬ 
lar method of instruction was used when she pulled his hair; he retaliated 
by pulling hers. 

The purpose of both Wayland and Alcott was the same; to internalize 
the standards of behavior. Wayland did it through psychological coercion, 
as he admitted. Alcott accomplished the same goal by letting his daughter 
learn that pain would result from certain acts. In neither case was overt 
whipping or spanking considered necessary or desirable. 

Many advice books at the time urged that shame be employed as a way 
of controlling children and bringing them to what was thought to be the 
proper level of cultivation. Mary Gardiner Davis, although not a mother 
herself, often undertook the education of her nieces and nephews, who 
lived nearby. Quite consciously she recommended the use of shame in han¬ 
dling children. One of the problems she encountered with her nephew 
Howard was that he often cried when he competed unsuccessfully with 
others or when he was reprimanded. “He is a regular cry-baby,” Davis 
wrote, “but I have talked so much of the shame of it, that he begins to 
control himself.” The child’s mother, though, Davis continued, did “not 
like to shame him” because she doted upon him as her eldest child and 
thus excused his crying.^'* 

The methods of child-rearing employed by Mary Davis were similar to 
Wayland’s, though hers did not always achieve the same success that Way- 
land reported, nor were Davis’s as rigidly held to as Wayland s. Davis de¬ 
scribed one incident in such detail that it is worth close examination since 
it reveals so much about the methods and implications of child-rearing in 
mid-19th-century America.Moreover, because Mary reported the in¬ 
cident to her mother, the conclusions one can draw from it extend beyond 
a single episode or example. So far as we can tell her mother approved of 
her actions, a fact suggesting that the principles and practices followed by 
Mary Davis were acceptable to, if not commonplace among, middle-class 
American families and were not simply idiosyncratic actions. 

The incident began one morning in 1859 when Sophie, Mary’s sister-in- 
law, sought to leave her son Howard, age eight, with his aunt for the day. 



As Sophie prepared to return with the other children to her own house, 
“Howard screeched and screamed like a mad thing,” Mary wrote her 
mother. But all that the child’s mother did to calm him was to inquire of 
the aunt, in front of Howard, “if I ever saw such an affectionate, pas¬ 
sionate nature, and if I thought she ought to go and leave him in this con¬ 
dition or if I thought it would kill him!” Trying to put a good face on 
what she thought was an error in judgment by Sophie, Mary assured her 
that Howard was “only a cry-baby” and began to put the other children 
into their mother’s wagon. At this point “Howard really tore up the earth 
in his passion and screamed till I thought he would burst a blood-vessel,” 
all the time struggling in the arms of Mary’s husband, William. As soon as 
the wagon was gone, William hurried the boy upstairs to his room and 
told him he was to stay there alone until he stopped crying. “You never 
heard such shrieks in your life as he kept up for nearly ten minutes by the 
watch,” Mary wrote her mother. Gradually he stopped, calling out; 
“Uncle William, I feel good; come and look at me.” Mary then went up to 
him and “soon soothed him down by telling him he acted as if he were 
mad and I wanted to show him what they did at the Lunatic Asylum for 
like cases.” She ordered him to undress and then “poured two buckets of 
water over his head.” He then washed and dressed himself and she took 
him into her room to read and talk to him and teach him his Sunday 
School lesson. After that, she reported, “he was as happy as ever.” Later 
he went down to his uncle, spending the rest of the morning learning 
about caterpillars. He explained to his uncle what he had learned during 
his punishment. “I was so excited ... I did not know what I did,” he 
told his uncle. “I thought when Mother drove off I should never see her 
again, but when you left me alone I remembered I could go tomorrow 
with Kays [a servant! and the milk [wagon] and see her and come back.” 

In this episode, although the reformation was quicker and the degree of 
coercion correspondingly less than in the one recounted by Wayland, the 
effects upon those meting out the discipline seem to have been more se¬ 
vere. “Such a tragedy,” Mary wrote her mother, “upsets me for the day. I 
had a bad headache, and Howard’s eyes were very red and inflamed” even 
the next morning, and her husband “looked as white as a sheet all the af¬ 
ternoon.” The moral she drew was that the child’s mother had failed to 
handle her part of the business properly by not preparing Howard for her 
departure. Nevertheless there was no doubt in Mary’s mind that the rem¬ 
edy she had applied, however great its toll, had been worth it. Howard’s 
temper had been broken, and he emerged from the episode “happy.” For 



even v/hen Sophie did write that it was now all right for Howard to come 
home, he chose voluntarily to stay at his aunt’s in order to play with a 
neighbor. '‘I must say I took a great deal of quiet satisfaction in writing 
Sophie this little fact,” Mary commented to her mother. 

Mary Davis’s moral instruction of her dead brother’s children exacted a 
high toll from her, a measure, no doubt, of the general cost imposed on 
parents by the 19th-century standards of child care. Child-rearing was a 
serious business in the life of the family, as the large number of advice 
books clearly attest, and the close attention to its responsibilities in public 
print emphasized. It is not unlikely that the price exacted from Mary 
Davis differed only in degree, not in kind, from that which any parents 
paid for the new, intense relationship between parents and children. In 
1860, for example, after caring for all three of Sophie’s children while 
their mother was away, she confessed that she longed for Sophie’s prompt 
return. “I feel quite exhausted with my school and nursing” (the children 
had been sick). “The truth is, I feel quite unequal to the reins of govern¬ 
ment,” making that analogy with the general social order that so many 
rearers of children fell back upon. Apparently, in the minds of parents the 
very stability and order of the state, as Wayland said quite explicitly, 
rested upon their proper upbringing of their offspring. The family was but 
the state writ small. Mary Davis, despite her weariness, confessed that she 
dared not “let go, lest I should loose [sic] my power over them.” If she did 
not keep school for them, she continued, “they get wild as horses, yet no 
one who has not tried to govern children knows “what tedious work it is. 
... I can’t tell you,” she told her mother, “how grateful I feel daily that I 
have no children of my own. It is such endless work, and such close re¬ 
straint. The same things over and over again. It requires a load of patience 
and I am principled against showing any impatience to little folks lest it 
should lessen my influence.” 

Unlike Wayland, however, Davis had no illusions that a child’s adher¬ 
ence to proper behavior and belief could be secured in one mighty effort, 
however traumatic. Indeed, as she told her mother on this occasion, she 
fully expected that most of the gains she thought she had achieved in the 
education of Sophie’s children would be lost once they were home again 
with their permissive mother. 

Something of the rationale that lay behind the child-rearing practices in 
these examples was explicated by Catharine Sedgv/ick in her novel Homey 
after she had detailed the story of Wallace Barclay’s punishment for killing 
his sister’s kitten. When his old aunt suggested, somewhat sentimentally. 



that perhaps the punishment of isolation was too severe for the infraction, 
Sedgwick pointed out to the reader that it was not a single act that was 
being corrected, but a habit, which could be broken only by continuous ef¬ 
forts at control: “Mr. Barclay held whipping, and all such summary modes 
of punishment, on a par with such nostrums in medicine as peppermint 
and lavender, which suspend the manifestations of the diseases, without 
conducing to its cure. He believed the only effectual and lasting govern¬ 
ment—the only one that touches the springs of action, and in all circum¬ 
stances controls them, is s^//^government.” As the popular theologian 
Horace Bushnell pointed out at mid-century, the important consideration 
in child-rearing was to cause the child to want to obey the parents without 
force of fear. “Let the child be brought to do right because it is right, and 
not because it is unsafe, or appears badly, to do wrong,” he urged.In 
short, the object of instruction was the internalization of the standard, 
thus obviating continual correction or punishment. For though in¬ 
ternalized standards were not always lived up to, they did help to develop 
a feeling of guilt if they were not met. 

A further remark by Sedgwick offered an explanation for another aspect 
of American child-rearing in the first half of the 19th century. Again and 
again foreign visitors who went home to write books about their travels in 
the United States commented on the undisciplined behavior of American 
children and the permissiveness of their parents. What Tocqueville praised 
as independence at an early age, most other European travelers deplored as 
lack of discipline. A survey of some forty-tw^o foreign travelers’ accounts 
of the United States during the first half of the 19th century concluded that 
the permissiveness of parents attracted foreigners’ attention more than any 
other aspect of child-rearing practices among Americans. One-fifth of the 
accounts said right out that children were undisciplined. Catharine Sedg¬ 
wick explained why foreigners may have arrived at that conclusion. They 
did not understand what American parents were trying to do. The children 
under the regime she described in Home, Sedgwick pointed out, “might 
not appear so orderly as they whose parents are like drill sergeants, and 
who, while their eyes are on the fugelman, appear like little prodigies; but, 
deprived of external aid or restraint, the self-regulating machine shows its 
superiority.” 

Although the behavior of individual parents sometimes fitted the for¬ 
eigners’ observations of permissiveness, the goal of training children in 
self-control without external constraints was quite consistent with what 
foreigners called “permissiveness.” For it is true that in pursuit of their 


goals American parents were not rigid in their handling of children. Excep¬ 
tions to the rules were permitted in the interest of growth in self-control 
and internalization of values. Harriet Beecher Stowe, for example, in 1844 
sent one of her children to bed without her supper, but after dinner she no¬ 
ticed another child “gliding very quietly upstairs with her own saucer full 
of custard which she had saved up for Eliza.” Stowe did not stop her 
daughter, but commented to her husband, with obvious approval, that 
“the child is always doing such things.” Nor were children indulged only 
when they broke the rules for someone else. Sometimes even when the 
adults were put down, the permissiveness still was evident, if the put-down 
was clever. “Edward came to me the other day and asked me for a lump of 
sugar, which I refused him,” Juliet Janin reported in 1845 to her husband. 
“Ah mama you promised me some, I promised you some, when pray.^ 
Why when I was a baby—so saying he helped himself to the sugar and ate 
it with great glee.” Or take the case of Eva Jones reporting to her mother- 
in-law on her five-year-old step-daughter’s behavior. When the child was 
blocking the light, Eva told her, “My dear, I know your head is empty, but 
it is not in the least transparent.” The child moved slowly away, sat in a 
rocking chair and then “looking at me quite steadily: ‘No, Mama, my 
head is not empty; it is full of sense —and of all that poetry you taught me, 
tooV ” By her own admission, Eva was outdone. 

An even more striking case of indulgence and its import is evident in 
Elizabeth Dwight’s relationship with her very young nephew. Despite her 
many tasks each morning, she wrote her sister, her nephew badgered her 
with: “Aunt Lizzie, I want a stick, Aunt Lizzie, who’s that note for? Aunt 
Lizs'.ie what is Express?” Yet throughout it all, her responses were as calm 
as she could manage. “I say, ‘Don’t tease darling, let alone. Wait! Be 
Quiet!’ in a tone of suppressed rage and feel by eleven o’clock as if it 
would be quite a pleasure for me to wring his neck for him.’’^® Through¬ 
out, as Mary Davis reported as well, she was displaying the self-control 
that parents tried to instill in the young in every way possible, including, in 
this case, by example. In the process, however, she exhibited an indulgence 
of an importuning child that would have appeared to a foreign visitor as 
an example of that permissiveness they found so reprehensible yet so com¬ 
mon among American parents. 

That the attitudes and practices of the early decades of the 19th century 
persisted into the 20th is suggested by an article by “An American 
Mother” in the Ladies' Home Journal for March 1900 entitled “The Mod¬ 
ern Son and Daughter.” The burden of the piece raised the same complaint 



about the permissiveness of American parents that foreigners had made 
fifty or sixty years before. Nowhere else, the anonymous writer contended, 
are children so indulged. In the exaggerated tones of the outraged critic, 
she described the American boy as knowing from his cradle “his impor¬ 
tance. There is no rawhide for him, no side-table, no snubbing, no dis¬ 
cipline, liot even a hint that he has sins, nor any effort made to convert 
him.” Given the looseness of their rearing, she asked, “is it their fault that 
they are vain, aggressive, and ill-mannered?” 

Permissive as American parents may have appeared to the eyes of ob¬ 
servers, local or foreign, there was no doubt that they were most eager 
to start their children’s education—moral and secular—early, and to ob¬ 
tain results quickly. One sign that this was a goal—and therefore a pro¬ 
blem was that the advice books in the first half of the century again and 
again warned parents against pushing their children, physically or men¬ 
tally. Another sign was that individual parents frequently displayed this 
tendency. Mary Gardner Davis, for example, was particularly pleased with 
the determination of her six-year-old niece Eugenie to learn, and to teach 
her brother and sister as well. To encourage rapid learning Davis es¬ 
tablished prizes “for attention and well-learned lessons,” and for sewing 
by the girls. She was distressed, she wrote her mother, that Howard was 
not making as much progress in school because insufficient demands were 
being made upon him. “He has never been taught to study,” she com¬ 
plained to the child’s grandfather, “and it is full time that he was.” She 
therefore undertook to teach him to learn his lessons by himself until he 
knew all the words without spelling them, a practice, she proudly pointed 
out, that let him “learn everything of the lessons that nincomdoodle of a 
school marm teaches him, in . . . less than five minutes.” At the beginn¬ 
ing, she added, he had taken an hour to learn a lesson. 

Howard was eight years old, so that pushing him to learn to study, even 
if it did result in daily crying, as Davis conceded, was not imposing exces¬ 
sively heavy demands upon him. But Robert Mallard’s efforts to impart to 
his two-year-old son the precepts of Christianity does seem to be starting 
rather early. As they walked about the grounds of their Georgia planta¬ 
tion, the father asked the child “who made and who died for him, which 
he answered. . . .” Then, after looking at the steel buckles on his shoes, 
the boy added, “Papa, God made steel buckles. God made star and sun 
and moon.” ^3 

Children were pressed in diverse ways. Grandfather Charles Jones 
wrote, for example, that a morning ritual was for the grandmother to put 



granddaughter Ruthie’s hands together while she repeated an infant’s 
prayer. “This morning,” the child’s father was told, “while your mother 
was repeating it, she held her hands together and looked seriously into her 
face.” By the time the little girl was two years old the grandmother was 
writing that she “would like a primer or spelling book with pictures for 
her, as she seems to prefer them to the common picture books.” In short, 
grandmother was ready to teach the child to read. Ruthie’s new step¬ 
mother, Eva Jones, similarly strove for precocity in the child. Three years 
later, in 1865, when Ruthie was still only five, Eva was complaining that 
the little girl was not doing too well with spelling. “I teach her only orally, 
but she can count to fifty in French and to one hundred in English,” Eva 
told her mother-in-law. “I intend to teach her some French verse soon, so 
as to accustom her to the pronunciation and accent.” She also taught her 
historical and fictional stories to memorize and recite. “I want to make 
learning a pleasure and a pastime to Ruthie,” she went on. “I never will 
allow her to repeat her verses if she shows the least want of interest in 
them.” 

The elements of child-rearing that have been delineated in this chapter— 
the permissiveness, the absence or infrequency of physical coercion, the 
goal of internalization of rules, and the high level of parental affection for 
children—are quite familiar to Americans today. That familiarity, of 
course, is but another way of recognizing that the beginnings of the mod¬ 
ern American family, at least among middle-class^ people, are to be found 
in the early decades of the 19th century. Indeed, recent students of the 
American family like Philip Greven and Robert Wells have emphasized the 
similarity in parental attitudes toward children in the 19th and 20th cen¬ 
turies. “The child-rearing literature of the early twentieth century,” Wells 
has written, “was much like that found a hundred years before, with one 
exception. In addition to being taught that they could influence a child’s 
success, parents were told they could shape his health as well, whereas in 
the nineteenth century there was little expectation that one could control 
disease,” Wells contends. Actually, even the single exception that Wells 
mentions turns out not to be one. As early as 1859 Elizabeth Blackwell, 
contrary to Wells’s argument, was urging parents, and mothers in particu¬ 
lar, to concern themselves with their children’s health simply because there 
was something they could do about it. After noting the increase in the 
diseases of women, and the rise in the rate of insanity and of degenerative 
diseases among women and their offspring, she stressed that these condi¬ 
tions did not have to be endured. “I assert emphatically, that the diseases 


of women, which have so rapidly increased and are still increasing, with 
such deplorable results, are directly within our own power radically to 
cure; for a very large majority of these cases are produced either by an ir¬ 
rational education, which sets at defiance all the natural laws of our 
being” or by acts of imprudence that could have been avoided if people 
had been properly informed about their bodies. She was quite specific in 
the book in recommending better food, proper sleeping rooms, regulated 
hours, and proper dress as ways parents could use to improve the health of 
their children. 

Blackwell was among those many advisers who thought American 
parents were pushing their children too hard and fast, calling it “the fatal 
error of our age—forcing the intellect, and neglecting the development of 
the body.” Children in America, she insisted, were being pushed too fast 
into adulthood. “The child commences study too soon, and the youth 
leaves it off too soon; and the young lady enters society at too early an 
age, marries prematurely, and becomes a mother when she should be 
preparing for the duties of wedded life.”^^ 

The modernity of the 19th century’s approach to children extended 
beyond an interest in health. Some of the writers on children, even then, 
evidenced a more than casual interest in what is often thought of as a 
solely 20th-century concern: the sexual education of the young. The 19th 
century, to be sure, was considerably less free in such discussions than the 
20th. As we have seen already, sexuality was such a tabooed subject that 
even pregnancy rarely appeared in private letters or diaries, much less in 
books and magazines intended for the lay public. And certainly in the 
years before Sigmund Freud wrote about infantile sexuality it was not to 
be expected that sexual feelings could receive much attention in books on 
child-rearing. Yet, in the light of these general presumptions, it is striking 
to find pointed and even rather well-informed references to the sexuality of 
children. 

The remarks appear in books early and late in the century. “There is not 
a mother or a nurse who must not have observed the virile member of 
male infants in the cot or cradle, capable of erection, from the presence of 
urine in the bladder, or by the slightest physical irritation of that organ,” 
wrote the author of Philosophy of Marriage in 1839. At puberty, the book 
went on, there are some children who “instinctively manipulate certain or¬ 
gans, and some who even make attempts at sexual approach.” The remedy, 
the author calmly suggested, was not to permit children to sleep together. 
John Kellogg’s Plain Facts for Old and Young (1881) was certainly not 


lUJ 


Inducting Cmldren into the Social uraer 

permissive on the subject of sexuality. Yet he recognized the early onset of 
sexual feelings in children. He warned his readers not to let children of dif¬ 
ferent sexes sleep in the same bed, though he cited cases of that happening 
in the best-regulated households, even after the children had reached pu¬ 
berty. He recommended that boy and girl children not sleep in the same 
beds after eight or ten years of age. He spelled out his fears specifically, as 
when he told of a boy of eight occupying the same bed with three older 
girls, the eldest of whom used the boy, Kellogg said, to instruct the others 
in the mechanics of reproduction. Simply because children did such things, 
Kellogg urged parents to provide some instruction for them on sexual mat¬ 
ters. Knowledge in this area, he insisted, was better than ignorance. After 
all, he wrote, the sexual organs are as natural “as the lungs or the stom¬ 
ach. 

Kellogg confronted head-on the common argument that children should 
be kept in ignorance of such matters as long as possible. “It is doubtless 
true,” he conceded, “that children reared in a perfectly natural way would 
have no sexual thoughts Until puberty a't least,” revealing in the process his 
pre-Freudian assumptions. “And it would be better if it might be so, but 
... it is certain that at the present time children nearly always do have 
some vague ideas of sexual relations long before puberty, and often at a 
very early age,” If sexuality were discussed with them, he concluded, they 
would obtain proper ideas on the subject, rather than learn about it from 
“evil sources.” At another place he said again that prior to puberty the 
naturally raised child would “have no sexual notion or feelings,” but that 
was not the way children were in fact raised. In the American homes of 
the time, he repeated, signs of “sexual passion are manifested before the 
child has hardly learned to walk.”^® 

Elizabeth Blackwell, at once a more careful scientist and more respected 
adviser of parents than Kellogg, also alerted parents to the presence of sex¬ 
ual feelings in young children. Although she attributed the evidence of sex¬ 
ual feelings in children below the age of 12 to bad example, she clearly 
recognized it. Masturbation, she warned, occurred before puberty, even 
among children in well-brought-up, middle-class families. “The very 
frequent practice of self-abuse occurring in little children from the age of 
two years old,” she warned, “clearly illustrates the fallacy of endeavoring 
to separate mind and body in educational arrangements.”^^ 

The ways in which children were raised constituted yet another sign that 
the beginnings of the modern 20th-century American family are to be 
found in the 19th century. The emphasis upon children suggests an aspect 





of the present-day family that has its roots in that century. It is the close¬ 
ness of the nuclear family, the deep involvement of mother, father, and 
children with one another, reflecting a closeness that is measured further 
by the increasing isolation of the nuclear family from the larger society and 
from kin. Certainly there is nothing more typical of 20th-century Ameri¬ 
can family life than the emphasis upon privatism and separation from soci¬ 
ety. And in today’s highly mobile America kinship ties are even more tenu¬ 
ous. 

The true beginnings of the isolation of the nuclear family antedate the 
19th century. Historians of the English family, for example, can chart the 
beginning of the decline in the importance of kinship ties from the 16th 
century. By the 17th and 18th centuries cousins were no longer of any 
serious significance for families. Even among the great noble families indi¬ 
vidual crimes did not taint the family. Henry VIII was the last English 
king to punish a whole family for the treason of one member. In France 
such tainting of an extended family because of the acts of individual 
members survived into the 17th century, though not much beyond that. 
Alan Macfarlane, in his study of the family life of Ralph Josselin, a 17th- 
century English clergyman, concluded that, though “there were frequent 
visits and occasional small loans between kin, economic and ritual activi¬ 
ties were not carried by them. When help was needed either in sickness, in 
economic undertakings, or in the celebration of birth, marriage and death, 
relatives were only infrequently called upon.” Friends and neighbors were 
the people depended upon.^^ 

The weakening of kin connections in England in the course of the 17th 
century meant that even in the colonial period in America such ties outside 
the nuclear family were not very strong. John Demos, in his study of 
Plymouth colony in the early 17th century, reported that the closest ties 
were with the immediate family and grandparents. “First cousins may have 
been recognized as such,” he concluded, “but the fact implied no special 
feelings or responsibilities.” Sons tended to settle close to fathers in 17th- 
century Andover, too, another student of early New England communities 
has shown. But even so, the ties of kinship were not reaching beyond the 
immediate family. Moreover, since these findings of densely settled kinfolk 
are based upon records of location, rather than upon personal accounts, it 
is difficult to know what the actual affective relationship was between kin¬ 
folk located fairly close together. An analysis of 770 witnesses in divorce 
cases in 18th-century Massachusetts does provide some measure and it 



tnaucim^ K^nuurtn miu tr/t; oui^iui K^rucr 




suggests that the significance was not great. At least half of the identifiable 
witnesses in the proceedings were neighbors or friends, not kin. Only 11 
per cent of the witnesses were related to the principals, suggesting that 
even in such a time of personal trouble kin were relied upon much less 
than friends or neighbors.^^ (Since the suits were for divorce, immediate 
family members were not likely to be called upon.) 

It is probable, though the evidence is skimpy, that in the southern Eng¬ 
lish colonies and Southern states, kinship ties beyond the immediate fam¬ 
ily were more important than in the northern areas. Certainly that has 
been the traditional view, and Southern novels have frequently described 
and stressed the importance of kinship among Southern families. An ex¬ 
ample of it appears in the Charles Jones correspondence. “Do give much 
love to Aunt Susan, and Cousin Laura; also to Aunt Julia’s family,” wrote 
Mary Jones Mallard to her mother in Georgia in 1863. “Aunt Eliza and 
Aunt Lou send much love to you. Kiss dear little Sister for me, [“Sister” 
was actually her niece].” And to this day Southerners acknowledge a 
much more far-flung and more active kin network beyond the family of or¬ 
igin than people in other regions of the United States. Southern blacks, 
too, even under slavery, exhibited a similar breadth of kinship. Unfortu¬ 
nately, though, the origins and development of this well-recognized pro¬ 
pensity in the South for kin connections has been neither systematically 
delineated nor adequately explained. 

The most obvious and important support supplied by kin beyond the 
immediate family among Americans in general in the 19th century was in 
the course of the westward movement. When Mollie Dorsey’s family de¬ 
cided to leave Indiana for Nebraska, one of the reasons they went, she 
noted, was that “our two uncles . . . have urged us to come.”^^ This 
practice of following brothers or cousins was especially evident among im¬ 
migrants from Europe and Asia. Not only did those in America often 
supply the funds for the movement, but their location in the United States 
was usually the place of first settlement in the New World. In the im¬ 
migrant districts and ghettoes of the great cities of 19th- and 20th-century 
America and in the rural settlements of Italians in California, Swedes and 
Norwegians in Minnesota, and Germans and Scandinavians in Wisconsin, 
the strength and significance of kinship ties are measured. Many of the 
boarders that American families took in during these same years often 
were relatives getting a start in a new country or a new city. Historian 
Tamara Hareven has shown in her study of Manchester, New Hampshire, 



textile mills in the early 20th century that French-Canadian families there 
often obtained jobs for kin who needed work. It was not unusual for kin¬ 
folk to work hear one another in the same milL^"* 

In the end, though, perhaps the most significant point to make about 
kinship ties in the 19th century is that they were weak relative to the inten¬ 
sity of feeling and cohesion within the family of origin. Closeness of the 
nuclear family was particularly apparent in the strain produced when mar¬ 
riage broke a woman’s connection with her family of origin. Some women 
found the shift hard to accept. Lydia Maria Child never had any children 
of her own, but in 1863 she gave voice to the difficulties she might have 
felt if she had a daughter who was about to marry. “My sympathetic 
thoughts have been with you,” she wrote a friend whose daughter was 
marrying. “I know people are accustomed to congratulate mothers when 
their daughters are married, but to me it has always seemed the severest 
trial that a woman can meet, except the death of her loved ones.” Cer¬ 
tainly everyone expects a daughter to marry, she conceded, “but I can 
hardly imagine a human heart so unselfish, as not to have some deep pangs 
mingled with its sympathy for a daughter’s bridal happiness.” Rebecca 
Root Buell wrote a friend in 1822 that there was no doubt that she was 
most happy in her new marriage, but at the same time she testified to the 
closeness of her family of origin. “I cannot bear to live far from Sister,” 
she confessed, “and by pleading [with husband?! have succeeded in getting 
Sister Ann with me and this adds very much to my happiness.” Mary 
Mallard, after she had been married for years and had borne two children, 
still admitted to her mother that the distance between them was something 
“I do not like to think of. . . .” When Mollie Sanford and her husband 
first moved to Denver they discovered that Mollie’s recently married sister 
was there, too. When Mollie’s husband went away to find work Mollie 
took comfort from the fact that “I can be with my sweet sister.” More¬ 
over, she added, “we need each other, too.” The sister did not remain long 
in Denver, however, and when she had gone, Mollie wrote in her journal 
that she became so homesick for her family that she was ashamed of her¬ 
self. When she was with her husband she tried to be cheerful in order to 
spare his feelings, but “he hasn’t the family ties that I have and cannot un¬ 
derstand. He has no own brothers or sisters living, and that makes a dif¬ 
ference,” she pointed out.^® 

When Mary Waterman Rice was visiting her husband’s relatives in the 
East in 1875 she became homesick for her family of origin, rather than for 
her husband. She told her father, in California, “I have cried myself sick. 
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from home sickness again and again; just one week with my own dear 
Papa and Mama would be such a happiness to me.” Although her husband 
in Illinois wrote her every day or two, she acknowledged that her parents 
house was still “home.” “I do not know why I should speak of California 
as ‘home’ but of course it is because you are there, all my dear, dear home 
friends.” She closed her letter with a plea that they write her. “Oh, I do 
not believe my own darling Father and Mother my dear dear sisters and 
brothers you imagine how deep deep my love for you all is.” Nor should it 
be supposed that the intensity of her feeling was simply a result of being at 
that time among relative strangers. Almost a year later, when she was once 
again home with her husband, she wrote her father that she had been read¬ 
ing some of his old letters “and they were such nice loving letters, so much 
more loving than those you write me now. Do you love me less now than 
you did then? O I hope not—for it seems to me that I love you all more 

andmore.”^^ • i i l -u 

Mary Gardiner Davis of Massachusetts was also married, though with¬ 
out any children, yet it is clear from her correspondence with her parents 
that her relationship with them was still closer and more intimate than 
that with her husband. Her correspondence with her mother and father 
while they were traveling in Europe was almost incessant. She left no 
doubt that she was deeply dependent upon their letters, calling them once 
in 1859 ’’meat and drink to me.” Frequently she gave no indication to 
which parent her letter was addressed, because, as she said, “I don’t know 
exactly to whom 1 am writing-I thought first father because I owe hirn a 
letter but then I think the conversation flavors so much o( female talk that 
I guess it is to you, I am writing mother. . . .” The inference, of course, is 
that her relationship with both parents had been so close and undifferen¬ 
tiated that she doubted that “it makes much difference which it is for, as 
the contents must necessarily be about the same.” At another t^^e she 
addressed them as “My dear People.” The correspondence between Mary 
and her parents implied a common parental relationship to children that is 
certainly the opposite of patriarchal. A similar conclusion can be drawn 
from a letter of Charles Jones in 1855 to his son, who had taken his fost 
job at 24 years of age. “We hope that you will ever consider us your best 
friends, and as such freely and fully communicate with us at all times and 

on all subjects as you may desire.” ^ -i • 

The closeness among the members of the 19th-century family, even in 
the face of marriage outside it, showed itself in the relations between 
brothers and sisters. If it was only implied in Mary Waterman Rice’s letter 
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to her father and family, it came out clearly in the correspondence of Mary 
Gardiner Davis. When her brother died, she wrote to her father; “No one 
knows better than you the closeness of the connection between us two 
children. I never had for any human being anything like the tenderness I 
had for him. I am quite sure if I ever had a child of my own, I can never 
feel that feeling more strongly developed.” A similarly intense relationship 
between siblings of opposite sexes prevailed between Sam and Minerva 
Leland, even after Sam was married and a father. Many warm letters 
passed between them in 1883-84, as he was setting up housekeeping with 
his new bride in Chicago. He addressed his sister as “My darling Sister 
Minnie” and often closed with “lovingly” and “immer dein.” He kept her 
informed of new developments in his career and encouraged her in her 
own intellectual growth and exploration. When the baby arrived he wrote 
at length of its increase in weight, state of health, and general character.^® 

Traditionally, the network of kin served as psychological or financial 
support in times of crisis or need. The various members of the nuclear 
family did support and succor each other. When a mother died it was ex¬ 
pected that any children would be reared by other members of the family 
of origin, even grandparents. Charles and Mary Jones of Georgia immedi¬ 
ately took their son’s infant daughter into their home upon the death of 
their daughter-in-law. They reared the child for years until the son married 
again. When a relative of Sarah Stearns died in 1813, leaving a motherless 
child, the father’s sister took in the little girl. Fathers, apparently, were not 
expected to rear a small child if a w'oman could be found to do it. Even 
unmarried women would take on the nursing of ill relatives, as Mollie 
Dorsey did when a cousin fell fatally ill. She stayed with her until death 
came, though the dying woman’s stepmother did not approve. Apparently, 
a sense of kin obligation overrode such objections. The dying girl’s mother 
had been a sister of Mollie’s mother. 

After Mollie married, her assistance to members of her family of origin, 
that is, the family into which she was born, continued. When her brother 
needed a job in the town in which she and her husband lived, her husband 
was expected to help him find one. Her husband owed a similar obligation 
to members of his family of origin. When his sister, who had been living 
with her parents until they died, needed a place to live, she came to By and 
Mollie’s house, for—as Mollie wrote—“she had no home but with 
strangers.” Three months later Mollie’s brother came to live with them 
along with her husband’s brother George. As Mollie rightly said, “We are 
quite a large family,” but not out of any sense of being imposed upon. 
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That was the way one behaved toward members of one’s family of origin, 
when, as she said, “times are hard. . . Sometimes this sense of suppor¬ 
tiveness was made quite explicit, as when Mary Waterman Rice’s father 
lost an important lawsuit in 1886. His daughter consoled him with the ob¬ 
servation that “large and loving families can be a great help to each other 
in bearing trouble.” She urged both of her parents to recognize “that your 
children all have their arms about you in loving comfort and help in bear¬ 
ing your burdens of all kinds.” At that time Mary was herself a widow and 
thirty-six years of age.'^® 

It is, of course, possible to exaggerate the cohesiveness of the 19th- 
century nuclear family when the documentation consists of letters among 
family members. Few expressions of lack of close family ties are likely to 
appear in such sources, since those family members who did not feel a sense 
of closeness probably did not write at all. Or if they did, they were not 
likely to give expression to the weakness of their sense of attachment. For¬ 
tunately, however, as we have seen, expressions of the closeness of the 
family of origin also appear in diaries, a source that does not suffer from 
the one-sidedness of correspondence. In fact, diaries or journals are pre¬ 
cisely where one might expect to find expressions of alienation or separa¬ 
tion from family. Moreover, beyond personal documents, patterns of mi¬ 
gration also attest to the closeness of family ties. The great value of letters 
and diaries, of course, is that unlike more broadly based sources, such as 
census statistics, they provide us with concrete, affective expressions of 
familial attachment. 

The internal cohesion of the family of origin, especially when that cohe¬ 
sion is tested against the counter pull of the family of marriage, as has 
been done here, presents a paradox. Since all families of origin began as 
families of marriage, how and when did a young woman (or man) make 
the transition from attachment to her family of origin to an attachment to 
the family of marriage in which she would become the centerpiece of a 
new family of origin? Did the transition take place after children were 
born to her? Apparently not in all cases, at least. For in several of the ex¬ 
amples discussed here, the new family of marriage contained babies, yet 
the mother’s ties to the family of origin remained strong and seemingly in¬ 
tact for some years thereafter. Most likely the transition occurred in the 
course of child-rearing, that is to say, over a period of a decade or more. 
For as we have seen, child-rearing was the central task of women and the 
family in both ideology and practice during the 19th century. If that was 
the period when the transition was accomplished, then the resulting strong 



internal ties of the new family of origin ought to be seen as a measure of 
the success as well as the intensity with which the task of child-rearing was 
carried out. That the process may well have taken some years was a fur¬ 
ther measure of the closeness of the family of origin as it developed during 
the 19th century. 

Up until now virtually all of the families considered have been composed 
of native, white people, usually of the middle class. It is therefore time to 
look at those families in the American population which were less pro¬ 
tected from adversity. In families under severe stress we learn not only 
of the resiliency of the family in 19th-century America but of its diversity 
as well. It is to families under stress that the next chapter is devoted. 



VI 

Under Stress: 

Families of Afro-Americans 
and Immigrants 


In discussing families today, it is common for distinctions of class to be 
drawn. We speak of middle-class, upper-class, and working-class families 
almost as a matter of course. We refer, also, to differences among ethnic 
and racial families, talking about Jewish, Italian, and black families. We 
recognize, in short, that different economic, ethnic, and racial backgrounds 
foster different life styles and values. In looking at women and the family 
in the past, it is necessary to recognize such differences as well, insofar as 
the evidence permits. To treat the middle-class family as the American 
family may well distort the social reality of the past. Middle-class women 
and families, to be sure, were important numerically as well as socially m 
the 19th century, but a significant proportion of them in the United States 
just did not fall into that category. Unfortunately, however, the materials 
from which to write the history of Afro-American and immigrant women 
and families are considerably less plentiful than those available for the 
white, middle and upper classes. It is not yet clear from present research to 
what extent, if at all, the customs and values of middle-class wornen and 
families differed from those of black and immigrant families. 

On the basis of what is known now, there certainly were differences be¬ 
tween the families of different classes and races, ^et on balance the diT 
ferences appear to have been less striking or obvious than the similarities. 
Or, put another way, those aspects of family character that have been 
studied, such as role of father, or family structure, reveal fewer differences 
than similarities. But it is conceivable that when more subtle—and perhaps 
more important aspects—of family life are studied more carefully and 



fully, the conclusion may be reversed or severely modified. For a variety of 
social and political reasons, more is known today about the 19th-century 
black family than the immigrant family, so our examination of families 
outside the middle class will begin there. 

During the first two-thirds of the 19th century the great majority of 
black women and their families were not legally free. In 1860 almost four 
million black people were slaves in the fifteen southern states. The remain¬ 
ing half a million Afro-Americans in the United States were free Negroes, 
as they were then called, divided about equally in their places of residence 
between North and South. Let us look first at slave families. 

Although one might think that enslavement would preclude our having 
much information about the Afro-American family before emancipation, 
the truth is that, because of the high scholarly interest in the obsolete insti¬ 
tution of bondage, historians today know more about the slave family 
than they do about the free Negro family of the 19th century. A principal 
explanation for this is that ever since the days of the abolitionists one of 
the standard indictments of slavery has been that it disrupted when it did 
not prevent the coming into existence of families among slaves. Since 
slaves were legally chattels, subject to unrestricted sale by their owners, 
disruption of families was built into the institution. To people of the 19th 
century, who cherished the family as a permanent union and viewed with 
horror sexual relations outside of marriage, slavery seemed a quintessential 
enemy of marriage and the family among blacks. (Some white wives of 
southern slave-masters also recognized the threat that the subordination of 
black women under slavery posed to the chastity of their own marriage 
beds, as the divorce records in some southern states make evident.) More¬ 
over, until very recently the standard explanation for the relatively high 
proportion of female-headed families among blacks in the middle of the 
20th century was that slavery had weakened or inhibited the development 
of a complete family among blacks. In the last ten years, however, histo¬ 
rians have begun to revise dramatically our conception of the slave family. 
The general thrust of that revision has been to affirm an unsuspected 
completeness and endurance of families among slaves. 

Documents by slaves are rare, but, as we shall see a little later, some 
documentary evidence has survived. Most of our knowledge of slavery in 
general and of the slave family in particular comes from whites, notably 
slave-owners. Under the lash of abolitionist criticism, slave-masters often 
insisted that they were promoting families among slaves rather than des- 
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troying them, as the abolitionists charged. And it is true that some masters 
made it their business to oversee the moral lives of slaves, to supervise 
marriage arrangements, to prohibit divorces without good reason, and to 
try to encourage a stable—and, one should add, docile—slave family. A 
Louisiana slave-owner prohibited remarriage among his slaves unless the 
divorced person agreed to receive twenty-five lashes. And James A. Ham¬ 
mond of South Carolina in 1840 noted in his diary that on a certain day 
he had “a trial of Divorce and Adultery cases. Flogged Joe Goddwyn and 
ordered him to go back to his wife. Dito [sicl Gabriel and Molly and or¬ 
dered them to come together again. Separated Moses and Anny finally.” 
Certainly masters had a strong interest in the development of family 
among their slaves. It was a convenient way to increase an owner’s assets, 
as the high birth rate among slaves must have reminded them. By giving 
plots of land, allotting time for the cleaning of family cabins, and by 
dealing with the slaves in family units, masters gave encouragement to the 
existence of families.^ Such encouragement not only returned more slave 
babies, but most likely also reduced slave dissatisfaction, thereby cutting 
the likelihood of runaways and the consequent disruption of work sched¬ 
ules. Recent studies show, for instance, that among runaways unmarried 
males tended to predominate and that many fugitive slaves gave as the 
reason for their running away the disruption of their family by sale. Cer¬ 
tainly not all masters cared about the marital or familial relations of their 
slaves any more than employers of free Irish workers worried about their 
workers’ family lives. But because of the physical closeness and intimate 
association of slaves and masters on the plantation or farm a good number 
of masters and mistresses became heavily involved in the lives of their 
slaves. Wives of plantation owners often acted as nurses for slaves, many 
of the slaves were the personal servants of the masters, and the children of 
free whites and slave blacks literally grew up together on the plantations. 

One sign of that involvement appears in the diary of a Mississippi 
planter, in which he described “for future use,” as he put it, the ceremony 
employed for the marriage of seven slave couples. In the ceremony he 
asked each person the equivalent of: “Do you agree, before me and these 
witnesses to take [the woman’s and man’s name] and to solemnly pledge 
yourself to discharge toward her the duties of an affectionate husband?” 
After presenting this vow to each person he then announced that “we have 
now gone through with every form necessary to authorize me to pro¬ 
nounce each of these several couples as man and wife,” which he then 




proceeded to do. “And in conclusion,” he told them, “I enjoin, according 
to the good old custom of our fathers and mothers, that each bridegroom 
now salute the bride.”^ 

Although the ceremony was obviously modeled on the standard Chris¬ 
tian ceremony of whites, it pointedly lacked any promise on the part of the 
couples to remain faithfu) forever; nor did the planter call upon God to 
bless the union. A more cynical, but more honest slave preacher implied 
the reason for the omission when he pronounced a slave couple married 
“until death or distance do you part.” Even more direct was the conclu¬ 
sion pronounced by a black preacher; “Till death or buckra [master] part 
you.”^ 

Sometimes, if the master took an interest in the wedding, the ceremony 
was part of a larger celebration, as in the case of Tempie Herndon, a black 
woman who much later recalled her wedding while a slave. “We was 
married on de front porch of de Big House. Marse George killed a shoat 
and Mis’ Betsy had Georgianna de cook, to bake a big wedding cake all 
iced up white as snow. . . . De table was set out in de yard under de trees, 
and you ain’t never seed de like of eats.” She was dressed in white, includ¬ 
ing white gloves and veil. She and her betrothed knelt on a white pillow 
before the altar on the porch. The ceremony itself was performed by the 
plantation’s black preacher. The bride’s ring was fashioned by her hus¬ 
band from a red button. “He done cut it so round and polished it so 
smooth,” she recalled, “dat it looked like red satin ribbon tied round my 
finger.” After having worn the ring for about fifty years, she admitted, “I 
lost it one day in de wash tub when I was washin’ clothes.”** 

Most slaves, however, probably did not have either a large celebration 
or even a religious ceremony at their marriages. The commonest ceremony 
was “jumping over the broom,” a custom that appears in all parts of the 
South but which has no convincing explanation as to its origins. Nonethe¬ 
less this simple ritual clearly carried meaning for the slaves; it was their 
pledge to and the legitimization of the family. 

Although whites often participated in or insisted upon marriage between 
slaves, that is not the same as saying slave marriage and therefore the slave 
family were merely the result of white influence or example. Some histo¬ 
rians agree with John Blassingame that “many slaves adopted white mores 
regarding courtship, marriage, and weddings.”^ Others, however, are not 
so sure. The leading authority on the slave family, Herbert Gutman, de¬ 
nied that whites had any influence at all on the slaves in regard to marriage 
or family practices. This conclusion, however, seems unnecessarily abso- 



lute. Masters certainly influenced slaves’ weddings, as the examples al¬ 
ready quoted show, or as can be seen in this additional instance reported 
by a white mistress in regard to the forthcoming marriage of her slave. “I 
have been busy getting her dress ready,” she wrote to her mother. “Her 
heart was set upon a swiss muslin, so I have given her one. She has been a 
good, faithful servant to me and always a kind nurse to my children, so I 
felt she was entitled to a nice dress.”® 

The most convincing evidence that masters were not the sole or most 
significant influence shaping the slaves’ conception of marriage is the en¬ 
durance of slave marriages. No matter how kind or paternalistic a master 
or mistress may have been, he or she could not promise a slave that the 
marriage would not be disrupted by sale. Yet most slaves seem to have 
considered marriage a relationship for a lifetime. Herbert Gutman, for ex¬ 
ample, found that, on a plantation in South Carolina where the master 
never sold any of his slaves, marriages of twenty years were not unusual 
and two lasted thirty-four years. A broader sample is provided by the reg¬ 
istration of marriages among slaves undertaken by clergymen who accom¬ 
panied the Union army into Mississippi and Louisiana during the last years 
of the Civil War. Over 46X)0 rnarriage ceremonies were conducted by these 
clergymen among the slaves who desired to solemnize their unions. Some 
42 per cent of the registrants said that they had been married between five 
and fourteen years. 

Even more striking as evidence of the commitment of slaves to the con¬ 
ception of marriage as enduring was that immediately after emancipation 
large numbers legitimatized their marriages, even when that act cost them 
money. In an effort to ascertain just how common among the former 
slaves was this concern for legitimizing marriage, Gutman compared the 
number of registrations of marriages in Virginia in 1866 with the total 
number of possible marriages between black men and women. He did this 
by pairing off all adult blacks and then asking what proportion the 
number of registrations for marriage was of this larger figure. In one 
county the registration equaled only 30 per cent of possible pairings, but in 
another it was nearly half and in two others as high as 60 and 65 per cent. 
In seven North Carolina counties Gutman was able to carry out the com¬ 
parison for a long span of time, from 1867 to 1890. During that period 
marriages between Negroes constituted 61.3 per cent of the marriages, 
precisely the percentage of blacks in the population of the seven counties. 
A marriage license cost one dollar, a not insignificant sum in those days for 
poor people. Yet apparently former slaves and their children thought 



enough of marriage to be willing to pay for its official recognition. In 
thirty-one counties in Mississippi in 1870 a larger proportion of blacks 
purchased marriage licenses than whites. In Hinds County, Mississippi, fif¬ 
teen years after emancipation, blacks bought three-quarters of the mar¬ 
riage licenses issued, though they constituted less than three-quarters of the 
population between 15 and 44 years of age. These couples were primarily 
the children of slaves; yet the lack of legal marriage under slavery seems to 
have had little or no effect upon their conviction that marriage was a sol¬ 
emn institution, worthy of the cost of a license and the sanction of the 
state.® 

The implication to be drawn from such figures, of course, is that, if mar¬ 
riage had not been an important part of the slaves’ lives it would be dif¬ 
ficult to account for this strong interest in legitimizing marriage immedi¬ 
ately after emancipation. It suggests that it was the slaves’ own desire, not 
something merely insisted upon by the master. By the same token, though, 
it suggests that they had indeed been influenced by the whites among 
whom they lived under slavery. For in registering their marriages blacks 
were doing what 19th-century middle-class society insisted upon: obtain¬ 
ing documentary legitimization of sexual relations as the foundation of a 
life-long relationship for the purpose of begetting and rearing children. In 
order to show that they thought their unions were valuable Afro- 
Americans did not need to register their marriages; paying a fee and ob¬ 
taining an official piece of paper are not the only ways to demonstrate con¬ 
viction, but that was certainly the way white society did it. 

To sympathetic white observers of the time, however, the high registra¬ 
tion rates among blacks was noteworthy and a sign that the former slaves 
were as moral, or more so, than whites. As Albion Tourgee, the North 
Carolina carpetbagger, wrote in 1890', “let the marriage bond be dissolved 
throughout the state of New York today and it may be doubted if as large 
a proportion of her intelligent white citizens would choose again their old 
partners.”^ 

After emancipation, marriage licenses provided documentary evidence of 
how interested black people were in lasting connubial relationships. But 
what about under slavery itself? During those years there were no legal 
marriages for slaves; the only useful documentary evidence on the nature 
of the slave family is the plantation records of births. Herbert Gutman has 
located six sets of plantation records extending over a number of years in 
which the names of father as well as mother of slave children were speci¬ 
fied. On the basis of such records Gutman was able to show that many 



slave women had their first child outside marriage and by a father different 
from that of the second and subsequent children, but that thereafter the 
typical union was long-lived and monogamous. On a plantation in Loui¬ 
siana between 1807 and 1855, each of twenty-three women bore one child 
or more by a single father, but twenty other women each had a first child 
by an unnamed father. The subsequent children of these twenty women, 
however, had the same father. Thus, if these records are representative, 
many slave women customarily had intercourse with someone other than 
their later husbands before they “settled in” to a permanent relationship. 
Contemporaries recognized this pattern, too. “The negroes had their own 
ideas of morality and they held to them very strictly,” observed Frances 
Butler Leigh, a former slave mistress, shortly after 1865; they did not 
consider it wrong for a girl to have a child before she married, but af¬ 
terwards were extremely severe upon anything like infidelity on her part. 
The former slave and later South Carolina politician Robert Smalls con¬ 
firmed the view when he was asked how many black women had inter¬ 
course before marriage. “The majority do, but they do not consider this in¬ 
tercourse an evil thing.” In this respect, blacks were not following white 

customs. • r u • 

Although the great majority of slaves, at least after the marriage of their 

parents or the birth of the first sibling, lived in two-parent households, not 
all did. And once again, that deviation from the white ideal was not a 
serious source of distress for blacks. Thus at the registration of slaves at 
the end of the war by Union army clergymen, some slave women claimed 
to be single despite having children. On all of the plantations investigated 
by Gutman there were some single women who had children by unknown 
fathers or by different fathers. On one plantation in Louisiana, for ex¬ 
ample, a quarter of the families were female-headed, a proportion consid¬ 
erably larger than on any of the other plantations whose records Gutman 
examined, and undoubtedly greater than the proportion among white fam¬ 
ilies of the rural South. A number of male slaves also had more than one 
wife, a discovery that caused the Union army clergymen to require them to 
relinquish all but one.^^ in short, not all slaves followed the practices of 
whites in regard to marriage and the family, but most did, a fact that 
explains the ease with which blacks'after emancipation slipped into the 
patterns of marriage acceptable to free whites and Negroes alike. 

As the attitudes among blacks toward first intercourse suggest, slave 
women usually had their first child much earlier than free white women, 
even of the poorer classes. The median age at which black women first 


gave birth on the plantations studied by Gutman was 18.8 years, which 
was considerably earlier than that for free white women or European 
women of pre-industrial times. Seventeenth-century English rural women 
had a median age of 24 at marriage, and 18th-century French women had 
a median age of marriage of 26.5; since the great preponderence of first 
births took place after marriage, the median age for births would be from 
six months to a year later. Since first menstruation in the 19th century was 
not until 15 or 16 years of age among white American and European 
women, it is reasonable to suppose that it was not any lower among slave 
women, though poor diet could delay the onset. If that assumption is cor¬ 
rect, then most slave women were having their first children soon after 
they became fertile and several years earlier than white women. One con¬ 
temporary observer opined that slave women became pregnant for the first 
time three years on the average before white women. 

The early pregnancies of slave women are largely explained by the na¬ 
ture of slavery. Slave-masters certainly had an interest in encouraging off¬ 
spring, an interest that could easily be translated into “the earlier the bet¬ 
ter.” It was well known that masters often rewarded women with a new 
dress or less work if they were notably fertile. Slave women themselves had 
an incentive to prove their fertility since it might not only bring rewards, 
but also would enhance their value and thus reduce the likelihood that 
they would be sold. Nor were early marriage and motherhood inhibited by 
any concern about livelihood or economics as they certainly were among 
free women and men who were personally responsible for the support of 
offspring. Slave women could count on their children being supported as 
masters’ assets, at least. 

Despite the incentives, however, slave families were not as large as might 
be imagined or expected. On the Stirling plantation in Louisiana, for ex¬ 
ample, the median number of children per woman between 1807 and 1853 
was between four and five. Almost 90 per cent of the children on that 
plantation grew up in a household with three or more siblings and slightly 
more than half had six brothers and sisters. On the Good Hope plantation 
in South Carolina between 1800 and 1849 the numbers were higher, but 
not extraordinary for 19th-century fertility in general. More than half of 
the women had eight or more children. One demographer has noted that 
the ratio of children to women among slaves declined during the 19th cen¬ 
tury, As he points out, this decline occurred not only in the face of the 
masters’ general interest in more slaves, but also in the face of the rising 
price of slaves during the 1850s. It suggests, in short, that slave parents 
were acting with some independence of masters’ interest.^** 



Behind the interest of the master in the birth of slave children stood a 
stark threat to the slave family; the possibility of disruption because of 
sale. Most masters were reluctant to break up families and especially to 
separate a mother from a young child. But sometimes masters felt they had 
little choice because economic reverses made it seem imperative, or be¬ 
cause the death of the owner caused the estate to be broken up for dis¬ 
tribution among the heirs. Recently some historians have sought to mea¬ 
sure quantitatively the extent to which slave families were disrupted by 
masters. Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman examined records of slave 
sales at New Orleans and arrived at a figure of 9 per cent of slave mar¬ 
riages destroyed through sales. This figure, which has been sharply criti¬ 
cized for the methods by which it was arrived at, is probably the lowest 
any historian has advanced. Yet, even if accepted without murmur, that 
figure is high when it is recognized as saying that at least one slave mar¬ 
riage in eleven was broken up by sale. That constitutes a risk that could 
not help affecting the attitudes and the security of the relationships of the 
other ten. Moreover, it was a threat that no whites or free Negroes had to 
confront or even consider. Richard Sutch, a critic of the Fogel and Enger¬ 
man analysis, has put even more pointedly the risk of sale to the slave fam¬ 
ily. On the average, he writes, a slave would witness in the course of his or 
her own lifetime the sale of some eleven persons, who were members of 
the family of origin, or of his or her own family.^'’ Another study, based 
upon the registrations of marriage of some 2880 couples in 1864-65 by 
the Union army, provides a more specific breakdown of the causes for the 
disruption of slave marriages. Here the implications are even starker. Only 
13.6 per cent of the couples said they had lived together without some sort 
of disruption. Of the great majority (over 86 per cent) of previous mar¬ 
riages disrupted, almost one-third had been broken by the master, presum¬ 
ably through sale. But the largest number of disruptions by a single cause 
had come from the death of one of the partners, something which was also 
true of white families of the time. Slightly over 10 per cent (10.6) of the 
slave couples said they had disrupted their previous unions by personal 
choice—that is, what in free society would have been a divorce or deser¬ 
tion.^^ In the middle of the 19th century, divorce among free people was 
much less common than that proportion suggests. (In 1867, for example, 
fewer than 10,000 divorces were granted in the whole country. How many 
deserted, though, is not known.) 

A more recent study of some 450 slave marriage registrations in Loui¬ 
siana reported proportions very similar to those for Mississippi: 35.7 per 
cent of marriages were broken by master, 51.5 per cent by death of a part- 



ner, and 12.8 per cent by choice.Although more separations were caused 
by death than by the master, the breakup of a marriage by a master had a 
quite different personal impact than one imposed by death. And in any 
case, the ever present threat of possible separation was a fact of married 
life no one but a slave had to live with. 

One old black women gave eloquent testimony to what separation had 
meant to her, though it had taken place more than seventy years earlier. At 
age 93 Anne Harris told an interviewer that no white person had ever set 
foot in her house. “Don’t ’low it. Dey sole my sister Kate. I saw it wid 
dese here eyes. Sole her in 1860, and I ain’t seed nor hear of her since. 
Folks say white folks is all right dese days. Maybe dey is, maybe dey isn’t. 
But I can’t stand to see ’em. Not on my place.” 

Anne Harris’s enduring animosity toward whites is one measure of the 
strong attachment that slaves had for kin in spite of the countervailing 
force exerted by slavery. Occasionally other, contemporary, evidence is 
also available. One example is a letter from slave Abream Scriven to his 
wife in 1858. “My dear wife I take the pleasure of writing you . . . with 
much regret to inform you I am Sold to man by the name of Peterson, a 
treader and Stays in New Orleans.” Although Scriven had not yet been 
taken to New Orleans, he promised to write her when he arrived there. He 
wished to send her some things, though he was not sure how he would 
“get them to you and my children. Give my love to my father and mother 
and tell them good Bye for me. And if we shall not meet in this world I 
hope to meet in heaven.” Despite the probably truncated ceremony at the 
time of his marriage, Scriven clearly had his own ideas about the meaning 
and endurance of marriage and family. “My dear wife for you and my 
Children my pen cannot Express the griffe I feel to be parted from you 
all.” He closed the letter with words that no master would have been likely 
to permit in Scriven’s marriage vows: “I remain your truly husband until 
Death.” 

George Pleasant and his wife were both slaves, he in Tennessee and she 
in North Carolina; yet their marriage endured. “I hope with gods helpe,” 
Pleasant wrote in 1833, “that I may be abble to rejoys with you on the 
earth and In heaven lets meet when IGod] will[.] I am detemnid to nuver 
stope praying, not in this earth and I hope to praise god. In glory there 
weel meet to part no more forever. So my dear wife I hope to meet you In 
paradase to prase god forever.” 

Even when one of the partners was free, the marriage was no easier to 
maintain. Harriet Newby was still a slave after her husband, Dangerfield, 


had become free. Not unlike other husbands, he did not visit or write her 
as frequently as she wanted and, like other wives with similar complaints, 
she urged him to write her. At the same time she expressed her deep affec¬ 
tion for him. “I want to see you very much, but am looking forward to the 
promest time of your coming. Oh, Dear Dangerfield, com this fall without 
fail monny or no monney. I want to see you so much. . . . Your affec¬ 
tionate wife.” Ten days later she repeated her desire to see him: “Com as 
soon as you can, for nothing would give more pleasure than to see you. It 
is the grates Comfort I have in thinking of the promist time when you will 
be here. Oh, that bless hour when I shall see you once more.” Later that 
same year, in August, her letters took on a more urgent tone. “I want you 
to buy me as soon as possible, for if you do not get me somebody else 
will.” Because the other servants were setting her mistress against her, she 
wrote, and the master was in need of money, she feared she would be sold. 
“I know not what time he may sell me, and then all my bright hopes of the 
futer are blasted, for there has ben one bright hope to cheer me in all my 
troubles, that is to be with you, for if I thought I shoul never see you this 
earth would have no charms for me.” She closed her letter as any mother 
migf»t write to the absent father of her children. “The children are all well. 
The baby can not walk yet [at] all. It can step around everything by hold¬ 
ing on. It is much like Agnes.” We do not know if Dangerfield Newby 
came to his wife’s rescue, for he died helping John Brown at Harper’s 
Ferry in October of that same year.^^ 

Sarah Boon, a slave in North Carolina who also was married to a free 
Negro, found that the arrangement brought strains in their relationship, as 
it did for the Newbys. Hearing that her husband was sick, Sarah Boon 
wrote in 1850 that she could get permission from her master to vi^it him if 
he needed her. She also felt it necessary to apologize to him for doubting 
his word in a previous letter. She had been annoyed by his report of a con¬ 
versation he had with another woman in which he had not defended Sarah 
to her satisfaction. “My dear Husband, I freely forgive,” she wrote con¬ 
fidently. “I have no doubt that you will in the end see that I was rite. I 
wish it to be banished from our memoreys and ii; neve to be thought of 
again and let us take a new start and join on together as we have binn 
doing for many years.” She asked him to “consider my feelings and give 
me the sentiments of your mind in ancer to this letter.” Then she urged 
him to close his business in Raleigh and move closer to her, for that 
“would be a great prise to me than all the money you could make.” She 
wanted him to write her when he was coming to visit because she did not 



think it was “rite” for him to be “sutch a long absence from me if I cant 
come to join you.” After all, as a free Negro he was free to go to her. “I 
feel very lonesome, be sertin to answer letter as soon as you can get it,” 
she admonished him. 22 

Slave letters and the comments of white masters indicate that the kinship 
concerns of blacks under slavery extended well beyond spouses and their 
immediate offspring. Lucy Smith wrote her sister Sarah Boon in 1842 
expressing her sadness at the death of their mother, and in the process 
spelled out the ties they also maintained with other kin. “Your brother 
sens his love to you. he recieved your letter but has neglected to answer it. 
his son Garner is married to Jacob Harrises Daughter and has got a son. 

. . . give our love to Sister, Brother, your Mother’s husband and all your 
family.” When Charles Jones’s parents’ plantation was broken up in No¬ 
vember 1865, he told his mother how the former slaves were responding 
to the change. In the process it is clear that Jones recognized the family 
ties among the blacks. Little Tom, Jones wrote, “is going with his father to 
Liberty [another Jones plantation], and his father expects to return to 
White Oak with Martha, and the rest of the children. William, Kate and 
family expect to go to Liberty, but not to Montevideo [a third Jones plan¬ 
tation]. . . . Robert and family, Niger and family. Pharaoh and family, 
and Hannah expect to do the same thing. Maria is going to hunt for Dick. 
Rose says she is going with Cato. Little Miley goes with her husband, 
Mary goes with her husband, Elsie and family go to Syphax, [a slave at 
another plantation]. Hannah goes with Pharaoh.” 

This recognition by slave-owners of the importance of family and kin to 
the slaves was also reflected in the advertisements for runaways. One 
scholar has noted that a third of the almost six hundred advertisements for 
runaways in 18-century Virginia newspapers which he studied suggested 
that the runaway might be visiting relatives or family from whom he or 
she was separated. As already noted, the decision to run away was often 
precipitated by the selling away of a child or spouse. Although some run¬ 
aways did try to take spouses with them, few actually did, if only because 
escape with others was so much more difficult than alone. But when the 
opportunities for escape improved during the war as the Union armies 
penetrated the plantation South, slaves came into the military camps 
mainly in family groups, not as individuals. Over 61 per cent of the first 
runaways to reach the military camps in northern Virginia in 1862-63 
came in family groups. In Louisiana, in January 1863, some 73 per cent of 
the married males arrived with their wives. 
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The close concern of slave parents for their children was also evident in 
the public letters and meetings immediately after emancipation in which 
parents sought to protect their children against mistreatment or indenture 
service. And as late as the 1880s, one student of blacks m New Orleans 
has reported, former slaves were still advertising in newspapers, seeking to 
locate relatives from whom they had been separated during slavery days or 

in the course of the war. . . . , r r u 

Slaves were able not only to maintain their kinship ties in the face ot the 

disruptive forces of slavery, but also to create kinship networks afresh 
when slavery destroyed them. For in the rapidly expanding and developing 
cotton economy of the South it was not unusual for plantations to be set 
up from scratch, the master obtaining his slaves from a variety of sources, 
a practice that meant most, if not all, of the slaves would be strangers to 
one another. Herbert Gutman found the records of two plantations, one in 
Virginia and another in Alabama, in which this was the 
twenty or thirty years the slaves on these plantations had established the 
same kind of kinship concerns and patterns that Gutman found on much 
older plantations. Although the owners of the Virginia plantation, for ex¬ 
ample, never bought a completed slave family or a young married couple, 
by the 1850s almost two-thirds of the marriages had lasted at least 13 
years; nearly 90 per cent of the children had grown up in two-parent 
housiolds, and of 52 children born to these slaves nearly two-fifths had 
names which were the same as blood relatives, a pattern that certain y 

suggest a continuing sense of kinship. 

Perhaps the most imaginative aspect of Gutman’s research concerns 
naming patterns and what they tell us about the internal relationships 
within the slave family. It was held until very recently that the slave family 
was virtually dominated by the woman. As Kenneth Stampp in his thor¬ 
ough study of slavery put it, “the typical slave family was matriarchal in 
form, for the mother’s role was far more important than the father s. 

And there is no question that the mother’s relationship to her children was 
more obvious and significant on a day-to-day basis than that of the father, 
who, unlike the free white or free Negro father, was not the primary 
breadwinner. On the contrary, the family’s housing, food, and clothing 
came from the master, not from the father, just as the final authority under 
which the family lived resided with him. The mother, on the other han , 
reared the children, cooked the food, maintained the slave cabin, as well as 
worked in the fields. On the face of it, the slave father seemed to have no 
source of authority except perhaps his strength and his gender. 




In practice, there may have been more to it than that. Fathers did have 
hunting or fishing or other skills that they could pass on to their sons and 
display to their daughters. And if they happened to be artisans, they could 
supply certain things for the household or earn some cash by selling their 
work. Even an ordinary field-hand father could raise vegetables on the 
family plot, hunt, and fish, and thus add something to the food ration 
supplied by the master. Yet, in the end, the father in the slave family had 
few of the obvious sources of authority and affection that accrued to the 
father in a free family where he was the primary breadwinner. Con¬ 
sequently, the mother was probably more important in the slave family 
than in the free household. But thanks to the research of Herbert Gutman 
in regard to naming practices, the relationship between mother and father 
in the slave family does not seem as one-sided as earlier historians had 
concluded. 

Despite the apparent lack of objective bases of authority on the part of 
the father, on plantation after plantation, Gutman has shown, sons were 
named after their fathers. On one plantation in North Carolina, for ex¬ 
ample, almost half of the slave families in which the father had three or 
more children had a son who bore his father’s name. Two-fifths of 103 
slave children born between 1,803 and 1830 on that plantation had the 
name of their father or a blood relative. Lest that pattern be seen simply as 
the result of a lack of originality on the part of those who named the 
children, it should be said that on that same plantation not a single girl 
bore the name of her mother, though some had the same name as a grand¬ 
mother or a mother’s sister. On the Good Hope plantation in South Caro¬ 
lina, out of 29 children, 13 were male; six of the male children had the 
same names as their fathers. One of these names had been passed down in 
the family for three generations. Not a single one of the 16 girls was 
named after her mother, though eight of them were named after the 
mother’s mother. Why this difference in naming traditions between boys 
and girls developed is not known, but its existence certainly testifies to the 
slaves’ recognition of the father as a significant figure in the family. Ap¬ 
parently the pattern persisted beyond slavery, too, for in the 1880 census 
Gutman found that in a sample of Southern Afro-American families fewer 
than 4 per cent of girls carried the names of their mothers, while more 
than 25 per cent of the sons had the same name as their fathers. 

The position of the male in the slave marriage was like that of the whites 
in other ways as well. It was the male who initiated courtship and pressed 
the master or mistress for permission to marry. Sometimes the pressure 
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was more than an owner could resist even if he or she wanted to. When 
crarkr ones’s slave Niger indicated h,s wish to marry a slave on the 
plantation of Jones’s daughter, she complained. 

Lee this morning with your note,” she wrote her mother in 1861. 1 wa 

"uLtLised toLtd that matters were to be ^^1^rdil 

told Niger 1 did not think the arrangement would suit me a a , ^ 

not warn Tenah to marry. But he seemed to think there could be no vaM 
Liriions”- (And they did marry.) Planters invariably 
mi as the head of the slave family for distnb^on of food and 
nresents as well as for the assignment of work. And after sla y, 
rL ts Lrwork had to be signed between former owners and form 
cL els the signature or the mark of the father was accepted for the whole 
family. When slave couples lived on separate plantationpa not 
buTdln of slave life-it was the father’s plantation that w- ^uth 
“home house ” even though the children were with the mother. Altho g 
the phrase “broad wives” was commonly employed to describe wives w 

for h.*.nd., *•. ”” ""“"'“I 

the other way around, a pattern that was quite in line with f^th-century 
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female in the average slave family appears muc i ^ ^ 
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eluded the unnamed fathers whose names inay have also b g 
their offspring, though we cannot know. Almost all of the names p 
came from blLd relations rather than from relatives by marriage. 

Good Hope plantation in South Carolina where a snndar 
of names from relatives was carried by children, all o P 

is Gutman’s failure to find more than a single example of 

‘g 1X.»X br... in r«, .. C»"." P»"“ 


the avoidance of marriage between cousins may have been one of the 
reasons slaves married off the plantation. This avoidance of marriage to 
cousins is particularly striking since marrying a cousin was a fairly com¬ 
mon practice among upper-class Southerners. It is true that the slaves did 
not have the incentive of conserving family property holdings through 
marriage to a cousin, but, given the frequent opportunities for marriage 
between cousins in the small world of the plantation, the few cases of such 
marriages strongly suggest that the practice of avoiding marriage to a first 
cousin was deliberate and therefore reflective of a concern for a particular 
and significant kinship relationship. 

If a good deal of this evidence seems to suggest that masters had little 
influence on, or were not imitated by the slaves, other evidence suggests a 
less one-sided conclusion. It has long been recognized that slaves often 
took their masters’ names upon emancipation, if not before. Yet at the 
same time it has also been known that a large number of slaves did not 
bear the last names of their masters. That failure to accept the master’s 
name has sometimes been explained as a conscious rejection by the slave 
of his master and may well be part of the reason. But Gutman, having the 
advantage of records of several generations of slaves, has offered an addi¬ 
tional explanation. He contends that slaves with names other than those of 
their masters at the time of emancipation had actually taken the name of a 
previous owner, and that the retention of the name of the first master was 
intended to serve as a basis of identity through life. In that way, Gutman 
argues, slaves would be able to identify relatives and thus preserve the kin 
connections they cherished. It is clear, though, that in either case the slaves 
were taking their masters’ names and, to that extent, at least, were adopt¬ 
ing white ways. In fact, the adoption of a second name at all was itself a 
sign of imitation of whites, since surnames were not used in West African 
societies. The slaves also followed white ways in their choices of first 
names. Very few African names appear on the lists in the plantation regis¬ 
ters unearthed by Gutman. And lists of some 3200 names in the records of 
the Freedman Bureau for 1866 show almost no African names, though 
one-quarter consisted of common Christian names like John, George, Eliz¬ 
abeth, Mary, and Sarah. The fifteen most commonly used names were all 
Anglo-American, suggesting a high degree of acculturation among the 
slaves.TBe almost total absence of polygamy among the freed slaves, 
despite its widespread presence in West Africa, also suggests acceptance 
of white mores, especially since a few cases among the former slaves show 
that the practice did cross the Atlantic. And, of course, the overwhelming 


commitment of the slaves to Christianity further attested to emulation of 
their masters, though they often reinterpreted Christianity to suit their 
own needs and purposes. 

The recognition of the existence and endurance of the slave family 
which the new research findings convincingly press upon us, also indicates 
that in several ways the slaves had some opportunities and ability to shape 
their own lives, despite the legal power of the master over every aspect of 
their existence. And the widespread existence of the two-parent houshold 
among slaves makes it plain that slavery was not the primary cause of the 
single-parent household among blacks in the 20th century. 

From the standpoint of the history of the family in general, perhaps the 
most striking implication to be drawn from this new evidence is that, even 
under the extreme duress of slavery, the human urge to create a family en¬ 
dured. Even when families were totally disrupted and new plantations 
created through purchases of slaves, as we have seen, not only just families 
but kinship networks as well were constructed afresh. And when it is 
recognized how precious and important these kinship and family ties were 
to the slaves another enormity of the institution of slavery is exposed. 
Throughout the history of opposition to slavery, the threat that bondage 
inevitably posed to the family has been a frequently raised argument 
against it. But not even the abolitionists and other opponents of slavery 
recognized what Gutman’s recent research has uncovered. By showing that 
the kinship ties among slaves spanned generations, Gutman has revealed 
another measure of deprivation under slavery. Even if a master sold a 
mother, father, and children together, and thus seemed not to be disrupt¬ 
ing a family, painful disruption still occurred in regard to other kin, for 
those ties, we now have reason to believe, were also highly important in 
the slaves’ lives. 

Given the glacial slowness with which fundamental social institutions 
like the family change, patterns of familial life developed and established 
during slavery persisted among Afro-Americans after emancipation. Analy¬ 
ses of the censuses of 1880 and 1900 disclose that prenuptial intercourse 
and bridal pregnancy, and the birth of a child prior to marriage, were as 
frequent among blacks after slavery as before. Herbert Gutman has shown 
that in 1900 black women had a considerably higher rate of prenuptial 
pregnancy (defined as a child born less than eight months after marriage) 
than native- or foreign-born, urban or rural whites. As we have seen, this 
had been the pattern under slavery, too. In 1900 in Issaquena County, 
Mississippi, for example, 17.5 per cent of black mothers age 2.0—29 had at 



least one child who was older than the marriage, while only 2.8 per cent of 
whites in Jones County, Mississippi, did. In Jackson Ward, Richmond, 
Virginia, 14,5 per cent of black mothers had at least one child conceived 
before marriage. 

Another pattern of family relations which carried over from slavery, but 
which showed the similarity between black and white families, was the 
predominance of the two-parent household. Although at one time it had 
been assumed by sociologists and historians alike that slavery was the 
source of the female-headed household among blacks after emancipation, 
that belief has been laid to rest by Gutman’s analysis of the plantation reg¬ 
isters. The prevalence of the two-parent family among blacks after slavery 
has been most convincingly established by the work of many scholars, 
most of whom have based their findings upon the manuscript census 
records. Although there is a good deal of variation in the proportions of 
two-parent families among blacks from place to place and time to time, at 
no place or time before 1950, for which investigations have been made, 
does the proportion of two-parent households among blacks fall below 65 
per cent. In fact, most of the studies show no more than 20-25 per cent of 
free black households being headed by a single parent. This is generally 
true whether the place is the rural or urban South or the urban North. 

A near exception to this generalization reveals the impact of slavery 
upon blacks. One scholar examined the character of free black families in 
seven cities along the Ohio River, both before and after the abolition of 
slavery in 1865. For the seven cities he found that the average proportion 
of two-parent households between 1850 and 1880 was 79 per cent. But 
when he looked into the cities individually he found that in Louisville, 
Kentucky, the proportion of female-headed households was considerably 
higher in the two censuses before emancipation than in the two after. In 
1870 the proportion was 21 per cent and in 1880 it was 22.9 per cent, but 
in 1860 it was 32.6 per cent and in 1850 it was 33.8 per cent. The striking 
difference is explained by the fact that Louisville was in a slave state, while 
the other Ohio river cities studied were not, and by 1870 and 1880 slavery 
had been abolished. Apparently under slavery many black women lived 
alone with their children because the fathers were slaves living on nearby 
farms or plantations. Once slavery was abolished, those families with ab¬ 
sent fathers were reconstituted, as the abrupt rise in two-parent house¬ 
holds shows. Significantly, there was no such shift in Cincinnati, for ex¬ 
ample, which was in a free state. 

There is no question that the two-parent household has been character- 



istic of the free black family, as it was of the slave family and as it still is 
today. Nonetheless, ever since slavery the proportion of female-headed 
households among blacks has usually been greater than among other 
Americans. In 1880, for example, in Atlanta, Georgia, 30 per cent of black 
families had only one parent present, while for whiite families the propor¬ 
tion was 21 per cent. (In over 90 per cent of the instances for both races 
women were at the head of the single-parent household.) In Paterson, New 
Jersey, in 1880, 6 per cent of native white households and 4 per cent of 
Irish-American households were headed by a single parent as compared 
with 9 per cent of black households in Richmond, Virginia, and 13 per 
cent in Mobile, Alabama. A study of Philadelphia in 1850 and 1880 re¬ 
ported an even more dramatic difference between black families and all 
other ethnic groups. In 1850, some 22.5 per cent of black households were 
headed by a woman, as contrasted with 13.4 per cent among Irish, 3.3 per 
cent among German, and 13.3 per cent among native white Americans. In 
1880 the proportions were about the same except that the Germans now 
counted 8.3 per cent of their households as headed by a female. The dif¬ 
ference in this regard between blacks and all other <rthnic groups persisted 
into the 20th century. In 1920, for example, over 26 per cent of black 
working women in the United States were heads of families as compared 
with less than 17 per cent of foreign-born whites and 12 per cent of native- 
born white women with native parents. And almost forty years ago soci¬ 
ologist E. Franklin Frazier wrote, “The 1940 census showed a larger pro¬ 
portion of families with women heads among Negroes than among whites 
in both rural and urban areas of the South.” For the nation as a whole the 
proportions of female-headed households in 1940 were 7.1 per cent for 
blacks and 3.0 per cent for whites. Since World War II the difference has 
widened. The proportion of female-headed households among blacks in 
1970 was 20.2 per cent as against 6.2 per cent among whites.^^ 

Several explanations of this difference have been advanced. One that 
cannot be discounted, though it has not been studied carefully or in suf¬ 
ficient detail, is the higher mortality of black males, especially if a compari¬ 
son between the races is made for all ages. There is no doubt that black 
males have always died at an earlier age than white males. The study of 
seven cities along the Ohio River between 1850 and 1880 referred to ear¬ 
lier pointed out that mortality among black males probably accounted for 
the high proportion of black women over fifty years of age who listed 
themselves in the census as mothers and heads of households. The propor¬ 
tion was between 27 and 30 per cent of all black women of that age 



group. The census of 1920 revealed that only 15.4 per cent of white native 
women were widowed or divorced and 17.4 per cent of foreign-born as 
against 28.8 per cent of black women. 

But, differential mortality among white and black males cannot account ' 
entirely for the difference in the proportion of female-headed households 
among blacks and^ whites. The basis for such a statement is provided by 
the comparison made by a group of scholars for Philadelphia in 1880 of 
ethnic groups for female-headed households but only for ages 30-39, 
which would thus reduce, if not eliminate, the effects of earlier mortality 
among black males. The study showed the proportion of households 
headed by a woman among blacks was still twice what it was for native 
whites; it was almost twice the proportion among Irish, and over 2.5 times 
the proportion for German households. 

By carrying the analysis one step farther, however, the authors of that 
study came close to accounting for the difference between the proportions 
of female-headed households among blacks and other Americans. When 
they compared black households in which the declared wealth was $1000 
or more with households of other Americans with similar amounts of 
wealth, the differences in proportions of female-headed households nar¬ 
rowed appreciably. For blacks the proportion was 6.3 per cent, which was 
lower than the 10.1 per cent for native whites. For the Irish the figure at 
that wealth level was 2.3 per cent and for Germans 3.5 per cent. In short, 
it would seem that a high proportion of single-parent households was a 
function of income or wealth, rather than race.^^ 

The role of poverty as a primary cause for the disruption of the black 
family is also strongly suggested in a study of Atlanta households in 1880. 
There, as in Philadelphia, black families in general reported a much higher 
proportion of female-headed households than whites. But when the com¬ 
parison is made between families of similar economic status the difference 
narrows sharply. When skilled workers’ families were compared, the pro¬ 
portion of white households that were headed by a woman was 22.4 per 
cent as against 24.1 per cent for blacks. Similar results have emerged from 
a study of Boston families. 

All of the historical studies which have suggested that the differences be¬ 
tween white and black families in regard to female-headed households 
were the consequence of income have drawn their data from cities: Phila¬ 
delphia, Atlanta, and Boston. Yet it would be a mistake to assume that cit¬ 
ies have been favorable to blacks. As many recent students of black fami¬ 
lies have made evident, the opposite is true. It seems that the migration of 
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blacks into the hostile environment of the big city from the rural South has 
been highly deleterious to Negro family structure. Herbert Ciutman studied 
over 14,000 Southern rural and urban Afro-American households from the 
census of 1880. He found that 82-85 per cent of the families in rural areas 
were headed by males, but only 69-74 per cent of those in cities were. It is 
also the conclusion of the team of students of 19th-century Philadelphia 
that the urban environment was at the root of the disruption of the rela¬ 
tively large minority of black households after emancipation. 

One further consequence of poverty for family structure among blacks is 
suggested by a study of white and black farm families in Louisa County, 
Virginia, in 1880. The author of the study noted that the character of the 
family changed as the family passed through its life cycle. Thus, when 
white couples first married, 54 per cent of them lived alone, while among 
blacks only 10 per cent did, presumably because many could not afford to. 
When children arrived, over two-thirds of the black families lived without 
any relatives in the household as compared with 59 per cent of the white 
families. By the time the children were grown and the parents mature, 
about 65 per cent of the white families were living alone, but only 46 per 
cent of the black families were, most of them having brought in relatives 
or boarders. These different changes among black and white families 
suggest that blacks, because of their poverty, even in rural areas, were 
more likely to be dependent upon kin than white families. Presumably the 
kin either provided housing, or functioned as producing rather than con¬ 
suming members of the black household. Whether this pattern among 
blacks occurred in other parts of the country is not yet known, but it is 
consistent with the general poverty of blacks, rural or urban, and therefore 
probably was a significant pattern among black families. 

In the history of the family in America, the black family has undoubt¬ 
edly experienced greater stress than any other. First slavery and then the 
burdens of urban life within a climate of racial prejudice pressed hard 
upon those relations we call the family. Poverty and hostility from whites 
placed a strain upon many black families that was virtually unknown 
among the families of the great majority of white, native-born people. 
Despite these adversities, however, the majority of Afro-American children 
in the 19th and 20th centuries lived in a nuclear family with both parents 
present, in which the father was not only the recognized head of the house¬ 
hold but the primary breadwinner as well. Many more Negro wives and 
mothers worked outside the home than white women, but the majority of 
black mothers did not work outside the home after slavery. In these re- 



spects, at least, the statistically average black family resembled the typical 
middle-class family. 

A similar conclusion can be drawn about the families of the immigrant 
population during the 19th and early 20th centuries. Immigrants never ex¬ 
perienced the wrenching effects of slavery, but, like blacks, they felt the 
stresses of poverty and urban life. Just as it had long been a part of the 
conventional wisdom among historians that slavery destroyed the black 
family, so it had long been assumed that the industrial revolution had 
disrupted the urban working-class family, which in the United States was 
largely composed of immigrants. Indeed, one of Marx and Engel’s most 
famous indictments of modern capitalism had been that the rise of modern 
industry virtually destroyed the family among the working class. Recent 
research has overturned that assumption in regard to both European and 
American working-class families. Industrial capitalism, like slavery, un¬ 
doubtedly placed an enormous strain upon the families of farmers and 
peasants who were compelled to adjust to the new and more rigorous 
rhythms of the machine, the factory whistle, and the congestion of urban 
life. But the working-class or immigrant family was able to make the nec¬ 
essary adjustments to survive, just as the Afro-American family endured 
under the impact of slavery and racial prejudice. 

Working-class and immigrant families were not the same, but in this 
presentation they will be treated as if they were, unless otherwise noted. 
Sufficient historical research has not been carried out for clear distinctions 
to be drawn between them. The question of the nature of the family below 
the middle class is further complicated by the diversity of immigrant fami¬ 
lies. These distinctions have to be recognized among ethnic groups even if 
we have been referring, rather cavalierly, to something as general as the 
Afro-American family. It is a form of historical or sociological license to 
refer to the black family as if the Afro-American families were all of one 
kind. But to speak of the immigrant family is not only to lose sight of 
diversity but also to miss the important point that ethnic groups sometimes 
differed as dramatically in family patterns from one another as they did 
from families of the native white middle class. Unfortunately, however, no 
more than three or four, out of the dozen or so, significant immigrant 
groups can be examined here, for once again the basic historical research 
has not been done for more than that small number. And even then the in¬ 
formation is uneven and limited. With those caveats let us look at the fam¬ 
ilies of immigrants. 

Like the Afro-American family, the families of immigrants were at once 


both similar and dissimilar to families of native white Americans. There 
were several ways in which the families of all immigrant groups differed 
from those of native families. For example, natives tended to marry out¬ 
side their group more than the immigrants. A study of Warren, Rhode 
Island, for the 1880s found that 86 per cent of Irish men and 85 per cent 
of French-Canadian men married women of their ethnic group as com¬ 
pared with 79 per cent of native men. Not unexpectedly, English and Scot¬ 
tish men married with other groups even to a greater extent than natives. 
For them language and religion were not barriers to intermarriage—or, al¬ 
ternatively, bases for ethnic cohesion—as religion was for the Irish and 
language and religion for the French Canadians. The role of ethnicity was 
clearer in Cohoes, New York, where in 1880 almost 40 per cent of 
English-born and native working men married outside their ethnic group, 
while only 2 per cent of the French Canadians and 7 per cent of the Irish 
of that same working class did.^^ 

Age of marriage varied by ethnic group, but the natives’ was generally 
lower than that of any immigrant group. In part this was a function of 
class or income. Workers in high-paying jobs tended to marry earlier and 
to a greater extent than others. In 1860 at the iron works in Troy, New 
York, 67 per cent of the nailers and spikers, who were among the more 
highly paid workers, were married as against only 47 per cent of the 
unskilled laborers. By and large, then as today, wealth or income has gen¬ 
erally been an inducement to early marriage, just as poverty has usually 
been a deterrent. Yet when class was held constant, differences in age of 
marriage between ethnic groups and natives still showed up, suggesting 
that cultural traditions were operating. For example, in Troy in 1860, 
some 51 per cent of American-born unskilled workers were married as 
against 45 per cent of Irish workers of the same class. Among cotton fac¬ 
tory workers in Cohoes, New York, the variation is noticeable among 
various ethnic groups as well as between natives and immigrants. Only 8 
per cent of Irish women between 20 and 29 were married as against 11.5 
per cent of French Canadian, 13 per cent of English, and 25 per cent of 
American-born women. There was a difference by ethnicity in marriage 
ages among working-class men in Newark, New J(rrsey as well. In 1860, 
for example, only 82 per cent of Irish-born craftsmen over 35 were mar¬ 
ried, while 90 per cent of German workers were. A difference in age of 
marriage between ethnic groups was evident among Polish and Italian 
women in Buffalo according to the 1905 state census. At age 30 some 59 
per cent of Polish women were still single while only 35 per cent of Italian 



women were. On the whole, then, immigrant women (and men) tended to 
marry at a later age than native Americans. Since Americans had always 
had an earlier age of marriage and a higher proportion of married persons 
than Europeans, this pattern would seem to be a continuation of practices 
among groups recently arrived in a new culture. 

At the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, fertility 
rates also differed between native and immigrant families. The documenta¬ 
tion on this is sparse, but it is consistent. An examination of the number of 
children per 1000 married women in 1880 in two wards of Boston re¬ 
ported that the ratio among native white women was not only lower than 
among Irish-born women at all age levels but that the drop in the rate oc¬ 
curred at a much younger age among the native women. Native white 
women between 25 and 29 years of age had 1063 children under five years 
old per 1000 married women as against 1236 children for Irish women of 
the same age group. The ratio fell to 627 for the native women at ages 
30-34, but actually rose to 1420 for the Irish women of those ages. In 
Buffalo in 1855 the fertility ratio of Irish women at ages 30-34 was also 
over twice that of native white women. German women in Buffalo at that 
time recorded almost as high an overall fertility ratio as the Irish. 

Although there were these and probably other differences between the 
families of native Americans and immigrants, on balance it would seem 
that, at least in regard to certain gross measures of family life that we can 
make from this distance in time, immigrant families were more like than 
unlike native families. The great majority of working-class and immigrant 
families, for instance, were nuclear in structure—that is, they consisted of 
two parents and their offspring. Very few of them contained the grand¬ 
parents or the aunts that the old sociology of the family referred to as the 
extended family. A near exception seems to have occurred in the early de¬ 
cades of industrialization in Newark, New Jersey, according to the only 
large study of family structure among the early 19th-century working 
class. Susan Hirsch, the author of the study, has found that 45 per cent of 
the families of the craftsmen she studied in Newark in 1850 had people 
other than husband, wife, and children living in the household. (Most were 
probably boarders.) Significantly, however, by 1860 slightly over 70 per 
cent of the working-class families in Newark were nuclear in structure. It 
is Hirsch’s conclusion that the urban working class in antebellum Newark 
“generally followed the same fashions as other Newarkers. While the Vic¬ 
torian family ideal found its most perfect embodiments in bourgeois 
homes,” she continues, “craftsmen patterned their households on the same 


lines as their employers.” One sign of this, she points out, was that wives 
stayed at home, for unlike the simation in Britain, the urban household in 
America may have “lost its centrality in production, but most craftsmen 
retained the ability to support their families.” 

A study of working-class families in the cotton textile town of Cohoes, 
New York, in 1880 reported that extended families comprised no more 
than 11 per cent of the families among any of the ethnic groups present— 
that is, native Americans, Irish, French-Canadians, and English. And when 
nuclear families were counted, immigrant groups showed a higher propor¬ 
tion than native working-class families. Only 60 per cent of the natives 
lived in such families (26 per cent of them had boarders living with them) 
as compared with 73 per cent of the Irish, 68 per cent of the French-Can- 
dians, and 78 per cent of the English. An examination of the 1905 census 
returns on some 2000 Italian families in Buffalo found that 88 per cent 
were nuclear in structure; the rest included relatives or boarders. A simi¬ 
larly high proportion of nuclear families was reported for Jewish fami¬ 
lies. 

At this point one of the distinctions that needs to be made in discussing 
immigrant families should be emphasized. Often there was a difference in 
family patterns between immigrant groups, a fact that suggests that family 
patterns and structures have to be explained in part, at least, by ethnic 
traditions. One of these distinctions was that Italian and Jewish families 
tended to have a higher proportion of families in which both parents were 
present than black, Irish, or native-born families. And this was true even 
though the Italian and Jewish heads of household were overwhelmingly 
unskilled or semi-skilled workers. In short, it was not high economic 
status that could account for the higher proportion of two-parent house¬ 
holds among Italians and Jews. In Troy in 1880, too, Irish iron workers’ 
families showed a lower proportion of two-parent households than 
English-born or American-born workers, whether they were skilled or 
unskilled. This tendency of the Irish to have a higher proportion of female¬ 
headed households than other ethnic groups has been documented for 
other cities as well. The reason for the difference is probably that the Irish, 
as Catholics, could not divorce and remarry. Hence they resorted to deser¬ 
tion to a greater extent than non-Catholics. As we shall see later, cultural 
values or traditions also differentiated Italian families in other ways from 
other ethnic groups. 

An additional way in which immigrant families in general resembled na¬ 
tive families was in the position of the woman. Among the immigrants, as 



among the black and native families, the wife and mother was the heart of 
the home; it was she who managed the home and reared the children. 
Upon her fell the responsibility for seeing that the home was a proper 
place for the children and an attractive place for the husband. Social 
worker Margaret Byington in her visits to steel-workers’ homes at Home¬ 
stead in the early 20th century was impressed by the wives’ efforts. She 
noted that even in a five-room house they often kept a “dining room,” 
with the appropriate furniture, though it was rarely used. The kitchen was 
the center of the home; there the mother was. It usually opened upon a 
yard or garden so that she could supervise her children’s play while she 
worked. The work, however, was not easy, even though it was almost en¬ 
tirely confined to the house, for most immigrant women by that period 
were city dwellers, not farm wives. One Pittsburgh woman was quoted as 
defining a good husband as a man who was careful with his clothes, didn’t 
drink, could read the Bible without spelling out the words, and would “eat 
a cold dinner on wash day without grumbling.” Women’s importance in 
the home was emphasized, too, simply by the absence of the father during 
a large part of the day. He did not play much of a part in the children’s 
upbringing, and even the management of the family’s finances was usually 
left in the hands of the woman. “His part of the problem is to earn and 
hers to spend,” Byington remarked. When the social worker asked hus¬ 
bands to prepare accounts of their budgets, they usually referred her to 
their wives. At the time the payments on the house were to be made, it was 
the wife who “must see that the sum is ready.” When Byington compared 
budgets for good times and bad she found that the women managed to 
cut costs without making comparable cuts in amount of food or nutri¬ 
tional level of meals. Meat and fruit were reduced and replaced by more 
milk, eggs, and flour. 

Jane Addams also reported from her experience with immigrant women 
at the Hull House settlement in Chicago that “thousands of women . . . 
make it a standard of domestic virtue that a man must not touch his pay 
envelope, but bring it home unopened to his wife. High praise is contained 
in the phrase,” she wrote, “ ‘we have been married twenty years and he 
never once opened his own envelope’ or covert blame in a wife’s remark: 
‘Of course he got into gambling; what can you expect from a man who 
always opens his own pay?’ 

As these remarks suggest, working-class and immigrant women had 
ways of controlling their men, just as middle-class women did. Thomas 
and Znaniecki in their monumental study of the Polish peasant in Europe 


and America conducted just before World War I were not so sure that 
they liked some of the means Polish women used, but they recognized 
them, nonetheless. As they wrote, in the traditional family in Poland, a 
woman had much to say about the management of financial affairs, “al¬ 
most equal to that of the man, yet in cases of explicit disagreement the 
man had the formal right of coercing her, whereas she could only work by 
suggestion and persuasion, or appeal to the large family.” But in America 
a woman gained leverage. Now she could refuse to accept coercion, for 
neither the man’s greater physical strength nor his ability to withhold sub¬ 
sistence could be legally used by him. And an immigrant woman, as 
Thomas and Znaniecki wrote, “can actually coerce the man into doing 
what she wants by using any act of violence, drunkenness, or economic 
negligence of his as a pretext for a warrant. No wonder that she is tempted 
to use her newly acquired power whenever she quarrels with her husband, 
and her women friends and acquaintances, moved by sex solidarity, 
frequently stimulate her to take legal action.” And the documentation 
supplied by the authors of the study from the records of legal aid societies 
shows that the women did make use of the law in an effort to control hus¬ 
bands’ behavior.'^^ 

Perhaps the most famous example of the way in which immigrant 
women controlled male behavior is Jane Addams’s slory of the Devil Baby. 
Peasant women, she said, would come to Hull House, often with husbands 
in tow, to see “the Devil Baby,” which was supposed to be the monstrous 
offspring of a man who had announced he was an atheist, or had ripped 
off a saint’s picture from the wall, or had said he would rather have a devil 
for a child than a seventh daughter. The men had been brought to be 
shown the results of bad behavior, Addams pointed out; the purpose was 
quite discernible in the men’s relief when told there was no such baby. 
Sometimes the men came on their own, she continued. “Their talk con¬ 
firmed my impression that such a story may still act as a restraining influ¬ 
ence in the sphere of marital conduct.” 

Even in the Italian immigrant family, which was known for the domi¬ 
nance of the father, the mother was recognized as the center of the home. 
As one Italian put it, “if the father should die, the family would suffer; if 
the mother should die, the family ceases to exist.” The close and enduring 
ties between Italian mothers and their sons, even after the young men mar¬ 
ried, has been commonly referred to by some observers of the Italian fam¬ 
ily as “the madonna complex.” 

Having that important place in the immigrant family exacted a high cost 



from the mother. Like the middle-class mother, the woman in the im¬ 
migrant or working class family worked hard and long to make the home 
attractive to children and husband. Margaret Byington put it concretely in 
the description of a family she came to know well. “When the men began 
to come from the mill in the evening, the mother with a fresh apron on 
and the two children in clean dresses came’out on the front porch.” The 
children ran to the father as they recognized him at a distance. After sup¬ 
per the father “smoked contentedly with a child on each knee and talked 
with his wife of the day’s doings. That hour of rest,” Byington concluded, 
“was bought at the price of a busy day for her; she swept off porch and 
walk, she washed almost daily to keep the dresses clean, she had dinner 
cooked before he came. A woman must be a good manager and have the 
Courage to appear cheerful when tired, if she is to make the evening at 
home happy,” Byington decided. A further insight into a woman’s life in 
that working-class community was provided by Byington when she noted 
the women’s dependence upon the social insurance lodges, which were “al¬ 
most their only chance to meet other people and get for a few minutes into 
a different atmosphere from that of household tasks.” 

An even greater cost was exacted from the working-class wife when the 
pay envelopes were thin or did not come in at all. Then she must try to 
make up the deficiency. Taking in paying boarders was perhaps the quick¬ 
est and easiest way for d wife to contribute financially to the family. And 
almost all immigrant nationalities fell back upon it to one degree or an¬ 
other. Polish women, for example, took in boarders to a greater degree 
than some ethnic groups. But as we will see in the chapter on women’s 
work, all ethnic groups, including the native white families, at one time or 
another accepted boarders, and not always because of a need for income. 
Nevertheless, at no time and among no social classes did more than 25 per 
cent of families actually house boarders. 

For some immigrant wives taking in boarders was either not possible or 
insufficient as a source of income. So they turned to some kind of paid 
work, either outside the home or done at home. Again the pattern varied 
by ethnic group, though it should be clear throughout that at no time did a 
large proportion of immigrant wives of any nationality work outside the 
home. In Philadelphia in the early 20th century, for example, one inves¬ 
tigator has found that among native white women a higher proportion 
worked than among European immigrant women. In general, Italian and 
Jewish immigrant wives were less likely to be employed outside the home 
than Polish or Irish wives. Only about two per cent of Jewish wives in 


New York in 1880 took jobs outside the home and by 1905 the propor¬ 
tion was down to one per cent. In 1905 less than six per cent of Italian 
families in New York reported wives at work. Italian married women 
would take on work that could be done at home, like sewing, but only 
rarely would they undertake the domestic work in other people’s homes 
that blacks and Polish women performed. Among Buffalo, New York, 
Poles at the opening of the 20th century, about two wives worked for 
every eight men in the community; the comparable rate among Italians 
was one wife at work for twenty men. Italian women, of all immigrant 
women, came closest to the European pattern of being isolated in the fam¬ 
ily and having large numbers of children. One student of immigrant wives 
in three different cities at the turn of the 20th century found that, even if 
an Italian woman’s husband was unemployed, she usually would not take 
up outside work as a Negro, Polish, or Irish woman would. A report on 
immigrant wives in Philadelphia around the time ol: World War I found 
that Irish women worked outside the home more frequently than any 
other nationality—though not more than black women. 

Since, in the main, all immigrant families, regardless of ethnicity, were at 
the bottom of the economic and occupational structure, these variations 
among ethnic groups in the propensity of wives to work outside the home 
is largely an ethnic, rather than a class phenomenon. It is undoubtedly 
related to practices and outlooks learned prior to emigration from the Old 
World. Irish wives, for instance, had a history of working outside the 
home in the old country, a tradition that probably influenced their will¬ 
ingness to take on such work in the United States. Moreover, compared 
with other immigrant groups, the Irish were recognized for their high rate 
of literacy, and of course, their familiarity with English. Italian wives, on 
the other hand, came out of a culture in which mothers worked only when 
they could do so in the company of their children. Agricultural work in 
Italy had usually been of this kind, with women and children tending vines 
and picking fruit together. In Buffalo, for instance, Iralian wives did work 
in the canneries in the summer when it was possible for their children to 
accompany them. But since factory work or domestic service would sever 
them from their family obligations, few Italian wives took up such work. 
Italian wives were prevented from working outside the home also because 
Italian men did not like their wives to work in other men’s homes. Put 
another way, the fact that Italian wives exhibited the lowest proportion of 
working mothers was probably a measure of the husband’s dominance in 
the Italian-American family. 



Despite the diversity in the extent to which immigrant wives worked 
outside the home, two uniformities are worth noting by way of conclusion. 
One is that at no time did more than 10 or 15 per cent of wives of any im¬ 
migrant nationality work outside the home and usually the proportion was 
even smaller than that. (Black wives, as we will see in Chapter XV, were 
always an exception in this respect.) The second conclusion, Iiich spans 
all ethnic groups, is that, as income rose, the tendency was for even that 
small proportion of wives who worked to withdraw from the labor force. 
And in that way, too, immigrant families reflected a pattern that obtained 
among native families. Even Negro wives, it is worth adding, withdrew 
from the labor force in the 19th and early 20th centuries when it was 
financially feasible for them, though at no time to the extent that im¬ 
migrant and native married women did. 

Finally, immigrant parents tended to relate to their children in some re¬ 
spects much as native parents did, or at least as far as we can tell. Unfortu¬ 
nately, immigrant children have not been studied as much as children in 
general have. Consequently, no full or even adequate comparison can yet 
be made. Nevertheless, the skimpy evidence we do have suggests that treat¬ 
ment of and attitudes toward children in immigrant and native families 
were quite similar. Education, for example, was important to both. 
Thomas and Znaniecki reported that the Polish families in America ex¬ 
pected their children to turn over to the family most of their earnings as 
at least part payment for the cost of their rearing. But this apparently was 
not at the expense of the children’s education, Byington, for example, was 
pleased to observe that working-class families in Homestead, which was 
largely composed of immigrants, did not sacrifice their children’s educa¬ 
tion to early work. And Michael Katz, writing about mid-19th-century 
Hamilton, Ontario, noted that the children of immigrants left home at 
about the same age as native children. But in his study of Newbiiryport, 
Massachusetts, Stephan Thernstrom concluded that Irish fathers tended to 
sacrifice their children’s education in favor of accumulating property. And 
he found that in 1850 perhaps as high as 40 per cent of children of school 
age of laborers were not in school. More recently, however, in his study of 
Boston, published in 1973, Thernstrom found that the Irish there were not 
sacrificing their children’s education for property accumulation. In fact in 
1900 in Boston, some 80 per cent of immigrants between 10 and 14 were 
in school. For those of the second generation—that is, children of im¬ 
migrants born in the United States—the proportion was 92 per cent, only 
slightly lower than the 94 per cent recorded for the children of the native 


born. In New York City the census for 1900 reported that 91 per cent of 
children aged 6 through 14 whose parents were born abroad were in 
school. As we saw in Chapter IV, the great majority of children, im¬ 
migrant and native alike, did not go out to work until primary education 
was completed. 

Of all immigrant groups, the Italians and Irish seem to have been least 
concerned with education for their children, though this conclusion must 
be tentative in the face of the thin evidence on the subject. As already 
noted, in Newburyport, Massachusetts, Thern"trom foun Irish children 
less well schooled than other groups. Elizabeth Fleck found that the pro¬ 
portion of black children at school at the turn of the century in the three 
different cities she studied was almgst double that of Italian children in 
Chicago in 1900. And when Thernstrom carried his study of ethnicity in 
Boston into the 20th century he found that the children of Irish and Ital¬ 
ians had less education than those of other immigrants and natives. Al¬ 
though part pf the discrepancy can be explained by the degree of education 
of the fathers—that is, fathers with more education tended to have more 
highly educated children, and many Irish and Italian fathers had little 
education—that was not the whole story. Even when fathers’ educational 
level was held constant, Swedish and Jewish children had more education 
than Irish and Italians. The differences Thernstrom attributed to variation 
in ethnic values. “Jews placed an especially high value on education and 
careers . . . whereas Catholics [that is, Irish and Italians] were somewhat 
less dedicated to educational and occupational achievement for their sons 
than Protestants from the same class and educational background. A 
recent student of Italian immigrant families has concluded that Italian- 
Americans, unlike Jewish families, placed higher value upon home owner¬ 
ship than upon the education of their children. In support of her conclu¬ 
sion the author quoted an Italian proverb: “Never make your children bet¬ 
ter than you are.” 

That Italians did not view education in the same light as some other im¬ 
migrant groups is yet another manifestation of che differences in ethnic 
culture of the immigrants. The cohesiveness of the Italian family was very 
high; parents often resented efforts to interfere with their control over 
their children, as certainly the schools threatened to do. In Italy, families 
were used to working as a unit, and they continued to do so in the new 
country. Parents were more interested in having their children work with 
them than in sending them to school. A woman social worker, who was 
herself of Italian descent, delineated the differences between Italians and 


natives as well as exposing the Old World roots of the differences. “Al¬ 
though they love their children,” she began, “they do not love them in the 
right way sometimes. They think they must bring in something and that is 
the Italian idea. They love to have children because they help to lift the 
burden.”"*® And in Italy children were expected to work. Elizabeth Fleck 
found in her study of immigrants and blacks in three different cities at the 
opening of the 20th century that Italian families were more likely to send 
out their children to work than black families were. 

The contrast between Italians and others also came through in the way 
the Italian children worked as compared with children of American-born 
parents. The American children worked for themselves; when they became 
tired they quit. Not so the Italian children. They worked because their 
parents made them, and they could not decide for themselves to quit. 
Moreover, the money they earned was not for themselves, but went into 
the family budget. The attitudes of the parents in regard to work, educa¬ 
tion, and control over their children were neatly epitomized when one 
Buffalo cannery permitted a school to be set up on its premises. The Ital¬ 
ian mothers objected violently because a school meant not only less time 
for the children to earn money, but compulsory attendance at it was a 
clear interference with the parents’ control over the children. 

As the comment by the Italian-born social worker implied, the Italian 
immigrant family was less democratic than the American family. Yet that 
contrast, too, pointed up the modernity of the 19th-century family in the 
United States. The Italian family was simply closer to what the pre¬ 
modern family had been. In time, it, too, would be democratized as the 
forces of American individualism began to work upon it. A recent study of 
Italian families documents one aspect of that democratization in the 20th 
century by noting the rise in the proportion of Italians in school after age 
15 in three cities. In 1905, for instance, 25 per cent of Italians aged 15-18 
were in school; by 1915 the proportion was up to 32 per cent, and by 
1925 it was 51 percent.**^ During the 19th century, as we have seen, the 
families of other foreign-born nationalities had also displayed differences 
from those of native Americans. Still, on balance, whatever differences 
there were seem to have been less significant or obvious than the similari¬ 
ties, even in the years when immigration was still at flood-tide. Or so it ap¬ 
pears from the evidence and comparisons currently available to historians. 

Although the great majority of immigrants and black women married, 
as the overwhelming proportion of white native women did, there was still 
a significant portion of women who never married or, if they did, found 


marriage unsatisfactory for one reason or another. If we are to understand 
women’s relationship to the family it is necessary to look at those women 
for whom family did not define their lives. They provide another vantap 
point from which to assess the relation between womien and the family in 
the 19th century. 


VII 


Women Challenge the Family 


Up to now in examining the nature of the American family as it emerged 
in the 19th century, the emphasis has been upon the closeness or intensity 
of the emotional ties between spouses, and between parents and children. 
Wife and husband were expected to be companions to each other, and lov¬ 
ing parents to their children. Women played an increasingly important role 
as child-rearers as well as moral guides to husband and children, a combi¬ 
nation of roles that bestowed on them a certain, if limited degree of au¬ 
thority or autonomy within the family. One argument of this book is that 
as the 19th century advanced, that area of autonomy within the family ex¬ 
panded for many women. And one reason it did was that some women 
challenged the family quite directly. 

Their challenges took several forms. Some women worked out impor¬ 
tant relationships with women outside the family. Others spurned mar¬ 
riage and family altogether. And still others abandoned marriage when it 
did not provide the autonomy or satisfactions they thought necessary. Let 
us look at these challenges in l:urn. 

If the family was for the great majority of women in the 19th century 
undeniably important, a significant proportion of them, nevertheless, de¬ 
veloped a parallel and in some cases competing relationship with other 
members of their sex. The lineaments of that alternate relationship, if that 
is not too strong an adjective, have been imaginatively reconstructed by 
historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg from the frequent and often lengthy let¬ 
ters exchanged by 19th-century women. The letters reveal a sense of sis¬ 
terhood or sorority between the correspondents. The intimate, often highly 
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supportive relationships, revealed in the letters, usually began before the 
writers married, but not infrequently endured well beyond marriage. An¬ 
other historian, Nancy Cott, has reported one such r elationship that lasted 
for half a century and for nearly forty years after the marriage of one of 
the correspondents. Carroll Smith-Rosenberg analyzed the friendship of 
two women which began when they were girls in their early teens and en¬ 
dured until their old age and throughout the marriages of both. The emo¬ 
tional intensity of the relationship is apparent in the exchanges between 
Sarah Wister and Jeannie Musgrove. “I can give you no idea how desper¬ 
ately I shall want you” in the coming week, Wister wrote once when she 
expected to be home alone. At another time, after a visit with Sarah, Jean¬ 
nie wrote, “Dear darling Sarah! How I love you and how happy I have 
been! You are the joy of my life ... I cannot tell you how much happi¬ 
ness you gave me, nor how constantly it is all in my thoughts.” Although 
these last are the words of a single woman writing to a wife, the feelings 
do not change when Sarah, then a mother, writes in 1870 upon the oc¬ 
casion of Jeannie’s marriage at age 37: “Dearest darling—How incessantly 
have I thought of you these eight days. . . The entire uncertainty, the dis¬ 
tance, the long silence [she is writing from London] are all new features 
in my separation from you, grievous to be borne . . . Are you married, I 
wonder? My dearest love to you wherever and whoever you are.”^ 

Married women could be as erotic in their language as the unmarried. 
Louise Brackett’s letters to Anna E. Dickinson in 1863 are especially note¬ 
worthy in this regard. “My own sweet ‘Raphael Dickinson’! how much I 
want to see you: as your letter gave me such exquisite pleasures indeed! I 
will marry you—run off anywhere with you, for you are such a darling. I 
can feel your soul—if not your body sweet Anna—do I offend your deli¬ 
cacy?” she finally inquired. Then she closed with, “bye, bye you little soft- 
cheeked girl—I should love to kiss you, love me and think of me forever.” 
Nine years later Laura C. Bullard, who was also married, told Anna Dick¬ 
inson that she regretted that Anna had not visited her while Bullard’s hus¬ 
band was away, for then “you should have had your place in my bed . . . 
and I am sorry you didn’t . . . Sweet Anna 1 shall hope to see you soon 
and kiss your soft, tender lips, either here or at Long Branch.” ^ 

The references to the physical presence and to actual physical contact 
make it quite clear that these tender sentiments were more than mere con¬ 
ventionalities of feminine correspondence. Sarah Watson wrote in her 
diary in 1833 about unexpectedly meeting her old school friend Sarah 
Bridgman: “took her home with me and once more slept with my room 






mate and friend,” The talk that night made the next day a “happy” one, 
and though Watson was “refreshed,” as she recorded, she was “yet not 
satisfied. How I long this Sunday evening to have her with me now!” 
Sarah Watson was then only 19. But Sarah Ripley Stearns was 23 and 
married when her friend Rachel, after whom she would later name her 
daughter, died. In thinking about her friend Rachel, Sarah did not recall 
any specific physical relationships, but it is clear their friendship was not 
being described in sentimental conventionalities. She referred to their 
friendship as one in which each could “repose their secret thoughts in per¬ 
fect confidence” in the other, “I have not a friend on earth to who [sic] I 
could so freely communicate my feelings, at any time” nor did she ever ex¬ 
pect to have another such intimate friend. Some years later, in the 1830s, 
Eliza Schlatter made quite clear her physical longing for Sophie DuPont. “I 
would turn your good husband out of bed —and snuggle into you and we 
would have a long talk like old times in Pine Street. I want to tell you so 
many things that are not writable.”-^ 

When these sororial relationships developed prior to marriage there was 
always the possibility that marriage would disrupt them. As Bessie Ly¬ 
man’s wedding was approaching in the spring of 1881, her close friend 
Emily Eliot perceived it as a threat. “Sat with Bessie for an hour in the af¬ 
ternoon,” she wrote later in her diary. “She told me ‘every passing 
thought’. . . . What shall I do when she is married?” Three days later 
they spent more time together. After dinner they “sat on the sofa in the 
back parlor, her golden head on my shoulder and her hand in mine.” That 
was in early March, three months before the wedding was to take place. 
After the wedding, as the bridal party drove off, Emily Eliot sadly wrote, 
“and so I was parted from my dearest friend.” 

Usually, however, marriage did not disrupt these intense com¬ 
panionships. Even while Elizabeth Dwight Cabot was on her extensive 
wedding trip in Europe in 1857 she kept up a steady correspondence with 
her old friend Elizabeth Eliot. She expressed her regret at not having writ¬ 
ten more and at being separated from her, “The great drawback of travell¬ 
ing is always the necessity of monopolizing the pleasures that would be so 
much increased by being shared. [A modern reader almost forgets that she 
is traveling on her honeymoon with her husband.] . . . Darling, do you 
think every day that in my heart I am close, close by your side, though I 
have wandered so far away . . . that I can be no help to you?” Ap¬ 
parently Elizabeth Eliot responded in kind, because several months later 
Elizabeth Cabot thanked her for her faithful correspondence. “Beloved 
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darling, don’t ever forget how close in my heart I keep you all the time. 

. . . I certainly live as much with you as if I were with you, but I often 
think the letters show only my outside doings.”^ 

Perhaps the most striking example of the kind of interdependence and 
love that these relationships could assume even when both people were 
married to others was the friendship between Mary Hallock Foote and 
Helena Gilder. They had been schoolgirl chums in the East and continued 
a remarkable correspondence for some thirty years, during most of which 
time Mary was in the far West, principally Idaho and California. Histo¬ 
rian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, who has studied the friendship, has no 
doubt that “Molly and Helena were lovers—emotionally if not physically” 
prior to their marriages. “I wanted so to put my arms around my girl of 
all girls in the world,” Mary wrote Helena, “and tell her ... I love her as 
wives do love their husbands, as friends who have taken each other for 
life.” Later, when Helena announced her marriage, Mary confessed, “You 
know dear Helena, I really was in love with you. It was a passion such as 
I had never known until I saw you. I don’t think it was the noblest way to 
love you. 

Mary’s emotional dependence on and .corresponding support from He¬ 
lena suffuse her letters. (Helena’s letters are not open to inspection.) At the 
time of Molly’s first pregnancy in 1878 she particularly thanked Helena 
for her support: “Yours is the warm close clasping woman’s hand leading 
me step by step through the sacred mysteries of wifehood and mother¬ 
hood. Yes, my darling—even if that last awful mystery must blind my 
shuddering eyes—I could bear it better because I know that you have 
borne it and lived and kept your sweet faith whole.” The long absences 
and distances between them, despite their voluminous correspondence, 
worried Mary, who thought it would be difficult to be with her again, 
especially since Helena would have new friends and acquaintances. “I 
always think of you, alone by yourself,” Mary wrote in 1887, “as you are 
in my heart; no one to compare you with or place beside you have I seen 
or been able to imagine.” It troubled her that when they would meet again 
“there will be always those others.” When Mary’s husband, at the end of 
the 1880s, fell into alcoholism and was unable to support the family ade¬ 
quately, the darkest night descended over Mary Foote. Inevitably and nat¬ 
urally, she told all to Helena, seeking emotional support more than counsel, 
for she was a resourceful woman. Then when the darkness began to lift, 
she begged to be forgiven for the burden she had imposed. In the process 
she explained the meaning of their long relationship. “I must not draw too 


heavily on the bank that holds the savings of years and the riches of 
friendship,” she said; yet she yearned to acknowledge Helena’s support all 
through it. “Now forgive me, and I will hush. I imagine that you kiss me, 
with a few quiet tears.” ^ 

There is some evidence that a kind of subculture based upon domesticity 
and culminating in sorority also developed among women of less educa¬ 
tion and lower social status than those from whose letters the preceding 
quotations have been taken. Mollie Dorsey, for example, complained that 
visitors were few on the plains, and even when a few did come through 
they were “all men; not one solitary female . . . have we seen . . . but we 
hear of a family only a mile below, where there is a married lady and 
single sister. We will hunt them up at once.” The emptiness of the prairie 
caused her at another time to wish that the country would fill up. If only 
there were “schools or churches, or even some society. We do not see a 
woman at all. All men, single, or bachelors, and one gets tired of them.” 
The very next day a new family settled nearby, and she and her mother 
were “delighted to have a family near us, to see a live woman again.” ® 

A similar awareness of an underlying attraction among women in the 
19th century surfaced during the long ordeal of the Overland Trail to Cali¬ 
fornia—and for the same reasons that aroused Mollie Dorsey’s yearning 
for other members of her sex. Suddenly women were confronted by an all 
male world in which they were neither welcome nor contented. Women 
traveled in many of the wagon trains that made the journey, but always 
they were a distinct minority. Their minority position became most obvi¬ 
ous, often painfully so, when a wagon would break off from the train for 
one reason or another. As one woman who left the train with her family 
wrote, “then I felt that indeed I had left all my friends, save my husband 
and his brother, to journey over the dreaded Plains, without female ac¬ 
quaintance even for a companion—of course I wept and grieved about it, 
but to no purpose.” Another woman had to leave the train because her 
husband could not get along with the other families. The day they with¬ 
drew from the train, the other women came over to say goodbye to the 
woman. The effect upon her of leaving was measured in their telling her 
that “there was no color in my face. I felt there was none,” she added. 
When the last two women of the group “bade me adieu the tears [were] 
running down their sunburnt cheeks. I felt as though my last friends were 
leaving me. . . 

Several things deserve to be said about this sense of sorority or sis¬ 
terhood among women in the 19th century. The first is that probably not 
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all women continued these relations beyond marriage, if they developed 
them at all. Certainly those women whose correspondence with their 
husbands revealed a close and emotional relation, like that between Mary 
and Henry Poor or between Charlena and Melville Anderson, seem 
not to have had sororial relationships with other women. Moreover, oc¬ 
casionally, a woman remarked that she preferred the company of her hus¬ 
band to that of other women. Mary Waterman Rice, for example, wrote 
her father in 1874 that though a little party had been arranged in her 
honor while her husband was away, “I did not enjoy myself very much. I 
do not understand how married ladies can enjoy themselves out in society 
without their husbands. I cannot.” Smith-Rosenberg acknowledged that 
women had important relationships with particular men, like brothers or 
husbands. Her point is, however, that those relationships “differed in both 
emotional texture and frequency from those between women.” Simply 
because it is extremely difficult to make comparisons on such a delicate 
scale, the predominance of sorority must remain opeii to doubt, though its 
importance need not. For, as even Mary Rice’s unfriendly comment im¬ 
plied, during the 19th century sisterhood was often :i significant and inte¬ 
gral part of the life of many women, and, as we have seen, not only of 
upper- or middle-class women. 

No thorough study of relationships between women comparable to that 
which Smith-Rosenberg made for the 19th century has yet been done for 
either the 18th or 20th century. Nonetheless, the second observation to be 
made about sorority is that there is some reason to believe that it was 
peculiar to the 19th century alone. Nancy Cott, for instance, examined 
some two hundred divorce cases in Massachusetts during the 18th century. 
Among her findings was that petitions from women for divorce did not 
call upon women witnesses as frequently as men petitioners did!^^ Yet if 
there had been a sense of solidarity among women in the 18th century 
comparable to that which we have noted in the 19th century, just the op¬ 
posite should have occurred. 

Similarly, there is little reason to believe that sisterhood as the 19th cen¬ 
tury experienced it persisted into the 20th century. In fact, the interest in 
Smith-Rosenberg’s findings today derive largely from the fact that she 
identified a phenomenon in the 19th century that was largely unknown in 
the 20th century, at least until the last decade when feminist consciousness 
has begun to revive the emotion. One early 20th-century feminist, how¬ 
ever, described sorority quite well. “There is a kind of Friendship which 
may exist among women,” Dr. Clelia Mosher wrote in her journal in 



1919, “where their individual interests are so merged, that each has for the 
other the same vital interest in the other’s success as the mother has in her 
daughter’s affairs; or father in his son’s life. It has all the wonderful com¬ 
munity interest one finds in ideal marriage and only differs in the absence 
of the physical relationship. It is emotionally satisfying.” But it was her 
conclusion that is significant for us. “One seldom sees it,” she admitted, 
for it is “only possible to a very high type of woman, spiritually and intel¬ 
lectually.” 

If sorority is confined to the 19th century—and that is Carroll Smith- 
Rosenberg’s conclusion as well—a question remains. Why did sorority de¬ 
velop first in the 19th century and then virtually disappear in the 20th? 

The emergence is easier to account for than the disappearance. The ori¬ 
gin seems to be the peculiarly 19th-century idea of domesticity—that is, 
the confinement of women, by both ideology and practice, to the home 
and its moral governance. This was an effective force whether one empha¬ 
sizes the narrowing, oppressive side of domesticity, as Smith-Rosenberg 
does, or whether one acknowledges the more positive effects of domes¬ 
ticity, as Nancy Cott does. In the former instance, oppression bred its own 
sense of community and intimacy among women. In the latter explana¬ 
tion, the moral superiority of women, which domesticity decreed, at once 
segregated them from men while encouraging them to seek intimacy and 
identification among themselves as the moral center of the home. 

If the growth of sorority is thus related to the rise and flowering of the 
idea of domesticity, the question still remains why it declined after the 
19th century. The explanation probably lies in the decline of domesticity 
itself. As the 19th century came to a close, the place of women in American 
life was undergoing changes that had been in progress for some time and 
were accelerated in the opening decades of the 20th century. Long before 
the 19th century closed, increasing numbers of women worked before 
marriage. Holding a job tended to weaken if not to sever those exclusive 
ties between girls that were the origin of sorority in the first half of the 
19th century. In fact, by the early years of the next century most young 
women probably worked for several years before marriage. Thus they did 
not have a chance to develop relationships which were strong or intense 
enough to survive disruption by marriage. 

Moreover, by the early 20th century the idea of domesticity was much 
more broadly defined than it had been earlier. A strengthening suffrage 
movement was under way in many states and, more important, various 
women’s organizations were growing in both number and size. At the end 



of the 19th century, for instance, the Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union counted 150,000 members, and by 1914, the General Federation of 
Women’s Clubs had a million members. These and other organizations 
took the place of the older, more intimate but still rather confined relations 
between individual women, which we have been calling sorority. Some¬ 
thing of the spirit engendered by the new organizati ons comes through in a 
remark by a member of the Association of Collegia te Alumnae, after grad¬ 
uation from college. “I feel as if I had been flung out into space, and the 
notices of those meetings were the only threads that connected me with the 
things 1 had known.” Even more pertinent was the report from a women’s 
club in Arkansas at the end of the 1890s. Though the author got the 
gender wrong in her description, she knew the feeling of sorority. “All 
ages, young and old and middle-aged are gathered in the membership and 
there is a delightful fraternity of spirit among them. The old bring their 
ripe experiences, the young their youth and eager enthusiasm for knowl¬ 
edge. The result is a blending of social and intellectual life as nearly ideal 
as can be found in this mortal world.” 

The 20th-century organizations, to be sure, depended for their existence, 
just as the sororial relationships had, upon the segregated social position 
and assumed moral superiority of women. Yet it was precisely this identity 
of social situation and moral assumptions that drained away from women 
the need for sororial relationships between individuals. Many of the same 
satisfactions—and the moral support—could now be obtained by joining 
women’s organizations, rather than through relationships with individual 
women. 

Increasingly, however, in the course of the 19th century, there was a 
group of women who often did not find their satisfactions in either organi¬ 
zations or the family. They were women who never married at all. By the 
turn into the 20th century single women were clearly more than the pe¬ 
ripheral or ignored persons they had been earlier in American history. 

The single woman, the woman who did not help to found a family, and, 
in a sense, lived outside the family, existed, of course, long before the 19th 
century. The number of single women in the colonial period, however, was 
usually severely limited if only because of the paucity of economic oppor¬ 
tunities for a woman in an overwhelmingly agricultural society. When a 
woman failed to marry, she either had to remain with her family of origin, 
as most of them apparently did, or had to make a living on her own. Un¬ 
fortunately, the quantitative evidence on the number of unmarried women 
in the colonial years is thin. But what is available suggests that spinsters 


were much less numerous then than in the early 19th century. Daniel Scott 
Smith, for example, located only three out of 89 daughters in 17th-century 
Hingham, Massachusetts, who failed to marry. In the 18th century the 
proportion was about twice that, but it still stood at less than 8 per cent. 
What this suggests is that as the society became more complex the oppor¬ 
tunities for unmarried women to find a place in it improved. This supposi¬ 
tion is borne out by the more broadly based statistics for the 19th century. 
A study of marriages in Massachusetts reported that the proportion of 
women in that state in 1830 who failed to marry before reaching age 50 
was less than 13 per cent; by 1870 the proportion was up to almost 18 per 
cent. A similar increase in the proportion of single women as the 19th cen¬ 
tury advanced was shown for the countr;^ at large by the federal census. 
The highest proportion of women who never married for any period be¬ 
tween 1835 and the present were those born between 1860 and 1880. The 
proportions ranged between 10.0 and 11.1 per cent.^^ 

The striking thing is that this fairly steady increase in women who never 
married over the course of the 19th century was reversed in the early 20th 
century. In fact, during the present century the proportion has been declin¬ 
ing steadily, from 7.7 per cent of those born at the opening of the century 
to 4.5 per cent for those born in the early twenties. This reversal in trend is 
a question that we shall have to consider again before this chapter is con¬ 
cluded. Right now, however, let us look more closely at the increase in the 
proportion of single women during the late 19th century. 

The decision to remain single was not an easy one. For, despite the 
increase in the number of single women in the last decades of the 19th cen¬ 
tury, being single or an “old maid” was hardly an honorable status. It was 
only less maligned than at earlier times. The ambivalence toward the un¬ 
married adult woman comes through in the comment of a popular medical 
writer. Dr. George Napheys. “Common proverbs portray the character of 
the spinster as peevish, selfish, given to queer fancies, and unpleasant ec¬ 
centricities,” he told his readers. “In many cases, we are glad to say this is 
untrue.” There are many examples of noble and sacrificing single women, 
Naphey noted. But then he shifted ground and concluded that on the 
whole the popular attitude was often only too accurate. Deprived of the 
natural objects of interest, the sentiments of such women, he contended, 
were “apt to fix themselves on parrots and poodles, or to be confined 
within the breast and wither for want of nourishment.” 

Because of the effective force of the cult of domesticity, Naphey’s am¬ 
bivalence was inevitable. For if the ideal woman was a wife and mother, it 
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followed that there was no proper place for the woman who rejected those 
roles, or, more accurately, perhaps was never given the chance to assume 
them. The anomalous place of the unmarried woman in an age of domes¬ 
ticity was well summed up by a single woman, from both her own sad 
standpoint and that of society. At the end of a tv^enty-year career, Edith 
Melvin, one of the few single professional women active among the anti¬ 
suffragists, wrote, “I regret to state, my life has been more that of a man 
than of a woman.” 

In view of the burdens that singleness entailed, it is not surprising that 
early in the life of a young woman, especially as she approached twenty 
years of age, a fear that she might be left single for life assailed her. When 
Mollie Dorsey in 1857 thought of a beau with whom she had recently 
broken, she also thought of what that rejection of a suitor might mean for 
her. “Wonder if I’ll ever have another anyway, or will I settle down here 
and never marry at all?” But if the thought chilled her, she did not admit it 
to her journal. “I shall not worry, for I suppose I will do just what fate 
has in store for me.” On her nineteenth birthday, a few weeks later, the 
worry nagged her again: “Or won’t I marry at all? If I live to be an old 
maid,” she consoled herself, “I will be one of the good kind that is a friend 
to everybody and that everyone loves.” 

Not all young women could be as self-confident as Mollie, for, without 
a husband, life for a woman could be difficult as well as lonely. Anne Firor 
Scott quotes from the diary of a young woman in Natchez, Mississippi, 
who thought she wanted to die because she had not found a husband. “I 
know I would make a faithful, obedient wife, loving with all my heart, 
yielding entire trust in my husband,” she wrote sadly as she put in words 
the ideal that was supposed to win a husband, but in this case, at least, 
had not. As Mary Waterman Rice pointed out to her father in 1874, so 
long as women had to wait upon men’s overtures or proposals, marriage 
was never entirely in the hands of women. “I fear Ella [White] is cut out 
for an old maid,” Mary concluded, “and I am very sorry to think so for 
she would make some young man an excellent good wife. Her manners 
certainly are not calculated to please young men,” yet she was a young 
woman worthy of wifehood, Mary believed. “ There is better material in 
Ella than appears on the surface; there is considerable surface there too. 
Papa, for she weighs 145 lb. . . 

In the life of the young, unmarried woman we catch a glimpse of what 
the alternatives to marriage were. Relatively few women, even in the sec¬ 
ond half of the century, were sufficiently educated or capable of teaching 
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in college or of entering upon the few professional careers open to them. 
And before 1860 there were few or no careers accessible to women except 
writing or teaching school. Factory work, as the century advanced, was an 
opportunity of sorts for single women, but it hardly constituted a career or 
an inducement to remain unmarried. As long as women lived at home with 
their family of origin they were expected to help with the housework, or, if 
their father’s employment lent itself, to help there, too. Sarah Ripley, for 
instance, minded her father’s store when she was still unmarried at age 23. 
But such work by a young woman was not routine, as her comment in 
1809 makes clear: “My father has now got a young man in the Store, 
which has released me,” Without her work in the store, Sarah’s day was 
monotonous, as she quite frankly waited or, as her journal makes plain, 
worked at getting married. “My time continues to pass in the same dull ro¬ 
tation,” she wrote in her journal in 1809, “my cares and employments re¬ 
turn with each revolving day and with but little variety to enliven the 
scene.” 

For women of a social class higher than Sarah Ripley’s, the routine 
could be full, but no less monotonous. The diary of Elizabeth Dwight in 
the early 1850s offers an example of the routine of a young woman who at 
the age of 23 would be considered on the edge of being an “old maid.” She 
arose rather late in the morning, around 9:30 or 10 o’clock, took French 
lessons, practiced on her harp, did some visiting, took walks, and wrote 
letters. Apparently, since her parents had servants, she was expected to do 
little housework. Here is her entry for February 24, 1853: “Practised. 

Went to Aunt Elise’s. Read Ellen’s ther sister] letter. Went for Jane N- 

and Mary L-and went to riding school. Came home, dressed and went 

to Mr. L. G. Ward’s reception, and to see E. R, C. who came from New¬ 
port at one o’clock. Came home. Read, rested, dined, wrote French, 
worked worsted, read La Robe de Voce and went to bed at eleven.” 

The routine, however, changed dramatically when illness came to the 
household, as happened the next year. As she explained to her married sis¬ 
ter, the care of old relatives who were ill was taxing and constituted a 
source of embarrassment to the relatives being cared for. For they see 
“that four days out of six I cannot touch my harp, that my French lessons 
have been given up, or that I am busy most of the time. . . .” Her aunt 
cherished a vision for her of a life that was “literary, musical, social, with 
time to cultivate my own mind, and enjoy other peoples and it is very hard 
for her to give it up. ... I had a vision once of such a life, too,” she 
added wistfully, “but I have come to the conclusion that it is not meant 



for me.” Once she had thought there would be ample time for study and 
musical practice after her sister left to be married, “but it is a positive fact 
that there have not been two months since you went, when from sickness 
either of body or mind Anna or Mary or Ned, have not needed a degree of 
time and strength from me, which has left me but the last end of the day 
and the last end of my strength for myself.” She went on to ^ 
regret the burden, because she had learned much about herself which 
books could teach ... but it costs me an occasional groan to look over 
the vast seas of ignorance which envelop my mind.” Thus her response 
when urged by her sister to learn German: “I ^t perfectly sick, to think 

how far off that wished for haven still seemed.” 

Elizabeth Dwight ultimately married, a change of status that could only 
intensify her confinement to the duties of the home. But those s.nje 
women who never married or had insufficient training to follow a career 
or profession enjoyed neither the advantages of domesticity nor those of 
singleness. “We are leading the lives which women have led since Troy 
fdl ‘ wrote such a woman in the South during the Civil War, “wearing 
away time with memories, regrets and fears; alternating fits of suppression 
with flights imaginary, to the red fields . . . while men, more privileged 
. make name and fortune while helping to make a nation. . . 
like a pent-up volcano. I wish I had a field for my energies. 

The lives of women of the middle and upper classes prior to marriage 
differed from those of the farming and urban working classes principally 
in that they were helped by servants. The number of servants in » 

families reached a peak around the 1870s, with one servant or each 6.6 
white families.” These places were filled by immigrant, b ack, and poor 
white girls, usually prior to marriage; among all married women, only 
black women were significantly represented in the paid labor force after 
marriage. Increasingly, in the course of the 19th century, urban working 
girls and farm girls who left for the city found jobs m the expanding facto¬ 
ries, shops, and offices of an industrializing America. The proportion of 
white women working for pay outside their own homes rose from less 
than 5 per cent in 1800 to 10 per cent in 1850. But when it is recognized 
that few married white women worked, this figure has to be at least dou¬ 
bled to reflect accurately the proportion of young white women who 
worked before marriage. If, by this estimate, one-fifth o young w ite 
women were employed before marriage in 1850, by the end of the 
on the same calculation, the proportion would be dose to 50 per cent. A - 
though there are no comparably accurate figures for black women, the 


proportion of black women who worked before marriage must have been 
considerably higher, if only because the incomes of their families of origin 
were generally so much lower than those of white women, or even im¬ 
migrant women. 

During the last half of the 19th century, an increasing number of 
middle- and upper-class girls found outlets for their talents and time in sec¬ 
ondary school and college. Interestingly enough, for as far back in the 
19th century as figures exist, more girls than boys graduated from high 
school. In 1870 about 9000 girls finished secondary school as compared 
with 7000 boys. By 1900 the figures were up to 57,000 girls and 38,000 
boys. Of course, even at that date no more than 7 per cent of all seventeen- 
year-olds of both sexes graduated from secondary school. Not until the 
1920s was graduation from secondary school a mass phenomenon. On the 
other hand, throughout the 19th century, young men consistently outnum¬ 
bered young women in graduation from college. But because collegiate ed¬ 
ucation was barely open to women before the middle of the 19th century, 
the rise in the number of women attending college was much more rapid 
than for men. In 1900 about 5000 women graduated from college as com¬ 
pared with 22,000 men. 

The great majority of women in 19th-century America, including those 
who went to college, eventually married. Those who did not either found 
some form of livelihood or lived with relatives as an extra hand, baby¬ 
sitter, or dependent. Working-class women who did not marry probably 
continued to work at the jobs they had filled as girls—that is, as domestic 
servants, factory workers, or, increasingly in the 20th century as the econ¬ 
omy matured, as office workers. Educated and middle-class single women 
by the last decades of the 19th century had opportunities in the arts, profes¬ 
sions like law and medicine as well as in business, government, teaching, 
and scholarship. 

Unfortunately, the emotional dimension of the life of the single woman 
of the late 19th century has hardly been studied, though most recently 
some light has begun to be thrown on it. For example, there is now some 
evidence that many of the married women who continued to have sororial 
relationships did so with women who never married. And, as we have 
seen, that relationship could be warm, intense, and satisfying. Similar rela¬ 
tionships also obtained between single women. Single women often lived 
together, experiencing privately, if not publicly, a relationship with an¬ 
other adult that was quite similar to that of marriage between two 
members of the opposite sex. Mary Grew made that precise comparison 



when she responded to a letter of condolence upon the death of her life¬ 
long friend and companion, Margaret Burleigh, in 1892: “Your words 
respecting my beloved friend touch me deeply. Evidently . . • you compre 
hend and appreciate as few persons do . . . the nature of the relation 
which existed, which exists, between her and myself . . . To me it seems 
to have been a closer union than that of most marriages. 

Aldiough some of these relationships were undoubtedly lesbian, this one 
apparently was not, for Mary Grew concluded by saying there had been 
such close friendships between men as well as between women. ‘And why 
should there not be? Love is spiritual, only passion is sexual.” In any case, 
in the 19th century, the law paid little attention to homosexual relations 
between women. Laws against “sodomy” or homosexuality appeared on 
the statute books of all states from the colonial period on, but the inten¬ 
tion behind these laws was to control men, not women. Moreover, as Car- 
roll Smith-Rosenberg has suggested, to seek to define these relationships in 
terms of physical or orgasmic reactions may cause us to miss some of the 
subtlety of relationships available to people then. “Cermin cultures and en¬ 
vironments permit individuals a great deal of freedom in moving” between 
extreme homosexuality and extreme heterosexuality, Smith-Rosenberg 
writes. “I would like to suggest that the nineteenth century was such a cul¬ 
tural environment. That is, the supposedly repressive and destructive Vic¬ 
torian sexual ethos may have been more flexible and responsive to the 
needs of particular individuals than those of the mid-twentieth century. 

To the American Medical Association, by the end of the 19th century, t e 
close, affectionate relationships among young womim were dangerous sim¬ 
ply because they were physical. Speaking of young college women, a report 
of the Association in 1899 spelled out the possibilities. “The young girls, 
thus thrown together manifest an increasing affection by the usual tokens. 
They kiss each other fondly on every occasion. They embrace each other 
with mutual satisfaction. It is most natural, in the interchange of visits for 
them to sleep together. They learn the pleasure of direct contact, and in the 
course of their fondling they resort to cunni-linguistic practices . . . after 
this the normal sex act fails to satisfy her. 

It is not necessary to ascertain the extent of possible physical contact in 
order to appreciate the warmth and deeply emotional character of the rela¬ 
tions between some single women. The warmth is apparent even >n ‘he let¬ 
ters of a dedicated public activist like Susan B. Anthony to Anna E. Dick¬ 
inson during the 1860s and 1870s. “So Anna as I love you and you love 
me-and we both love the right—I ask you to examine the inner light. 



to see if she could not bring herself to use her oratorical talents in behalf of 
woman’s suffrage. Then, a year later Anthony wrote, “Anna, I cannot 
bear to go off without another precious look into your face —nay Soul 
. . . Darling, you know all this is the over anxiety of my mother love for 
you.” (Anthony was twenty-two years older than Dickinson.) Another 
year later Anthony urged Dickinson to stop off and visit her in New York. 
“Do let it be soon—I have plain quarters . . . double bed—and big 
enough and good enough to take you in. . . . I do so long for the scolding 
and pinched ears and everything I know awaits me—what worlds of expe¬ 
rience since I last snuggled the wee child in my long arms.” Although, as 
Nancy Sahli has commented, the relationship was later broken off because 
of their disagreement over politics, as late as the 1890s Anthony recalled 
with considerable emotion their earlier friendship.^® 

Some single women found their emotional outlets in their brothers. 
Catharine Sedgwick, for instance, was the most successful American writer 
in the first third of the 19th century. (So famous was she that Chief Justice 
John Marshall in 1831 wrote his wife with delight that he had met Sedg¬ 
wick. “I called on her today,” he told his wife, “a complement [sic] I pay 
very few ladies, and she thanked me for it.”^^ In short, it was not that she 
had no work or activity to occupy her.) Yet her closeness to her brothers 
may well have been a large part of why she did not marry. It probably was 
not the sole reason, for it is hard to see how as a married woman she could 
have made for herself the career she in fact enjoyed. Some women, of 
course, did manage, such as Harriet Beecher Stowe. But even as she admit¬ 
ted, or complained, many times, it was not an easy road with children and 
a home to run. 

In any event, Sedgwick freely acknowledged the importance of her 
brothers in the shaping of her life. “I am satisfied by long and delightful 
experience,” she informed her brother Robert in 1813, “that I can never 
love anybody better than my Brothers. I have no expectation of ever find¬ 
ing their equal in worth and attraction; ... do not be alarmed, I am not 
on the verge of a vow of celibacy, nor have I the slightest intention of add¬ 
ing any rash resolutions to the ghosts of those that have been frightened to 
death by the terrors of maiden life.” Yet, she warned, they ought not ex¬ 
pect her to marry until she changed her mind. And though women had a 
reputation for being fickle, she admitted, her personal expectation was that 
she would exercise her womanly virtues as a sister, not as a wife. This fu¬ 
ture seemed more likely every year, she had began to believe, as her value 
depreciates . . » in the market of matrimony.” Sixteen years later, still 
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side, when I was loved and cherished far beyond ray deserving-was first 
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being oLside any family two years before when asked to write her awo 
ography for the instruction of a niece. “It is strange and melancholy, she 
began, “when the memory is called on for domestic events to discover 
hot few there were. “I have ‘boarded around’ so much—had my home in 
so many houses and so many hearts. ... I have ^ 
fabric of others, that I seem to have had no separate individual existen . 

Upon the death of brother Charles, Catharine Sedgwick offered po 
gnant testimony to her long attachment as a single woman to cr ™ 

!he wrote to Charles’s daughter soon after the end of the fina six months 
she was ever to spend with him. “It is all done-ray work is all done-and 
with all the sweet and loving and lurid faces around the house ^ow 

vacant-how cold-the love of my life is gone.” A week later she tried to 
encompass the extent of her loss. “I can never speak-1 hardly ^ 
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Unlike Catharine Sedgwick, Sarah Ripley did not remain single, but she 
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passed.” At another time she indicated how truly heavy the hours weighed 
upon her. “My time passes on, in the same dull round o domestic occupa¬ 
tions and I seldom go out or see company, consequently the incidents 
my life at present [now that her brother had gone] afford but few materials 

to commit to writing.”” bp- 

Although some women may have felt excluded, or deeply unhappy 
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who brought scholarly distinction to their institutions, elected to realize 
their intellectual and career aspirations rather than accept the limitations 
that a 19th-century marriage demanded. 

Other women, less well-educated than Blackwell and college teachers, 
also voiced their doubts about marriage or the ways in which its demands 
contradicted their personal ambitions. Sarah Morgan in 1862 wrote in her 
diary what she would not say in public. “Why have I never yet fallen in 
love?” she asked. “Simply because I have yet to meet the man I would be 
willing to acknowledge as my lord and master.” [It is difficult to know 
whether this hackneyed phrase was written with ircmy or with a straight 
face for it was often used by women in ambiguous v.^ays.] In any case, the 
only man Sarah Morgan could accept as her husband, she contended, was 
one she would “never have to blush for, or be ashamed to acknowledge, 
the one that after God I shall most venerate and respect.” 

Sarah Morgan may have found particular men wanting, but some 
women who remained single found marriage itself dubious. Eliza Chaplin 
told a woman friend in 1820 that she simply wcfuld not marry at all 
“rather than be subject to the ‘eternal strife,’ which . . . prevails . . . 
where minds are ‘fettered to different moulds.’ ” She vowed to remain 
always in “ ‘single-blessedness’ and deem it feliciiy thus to live.” Ella 
White, whom Mary Waterman Rice thought was destined to be an “old 
maid,” was “anxious to get a situation in some seminary to give vocal les¬ 
sons in music,” Mary wrote her father. But that aim was primarily a 
means to an end that marriage might not have been able to accommodate 
or satisfy. “Her object is to treat herself to a grand piano and a trip to Bos¬ 
ton.” 

Even in the first half of the 19th century, advice books were beginning 
to rise to the support of young women who did not marry. One such book 
denounced the traditional aspersions cast upon old maids as “a species of 
cruelty . . . which . . . merits unqualified censure. Perhaps, ladies, some 
of these traduced and persecuted beings have been only more delicate in 
their choice than you have been. ... It does not invariably happen that 
persons remain single because they are not worth having, or that others 
are married because they are.” And in 1847 the former head of the Female 
Guardian Society wrote that of the errors of the times “there are none 
more pernicious than those which represent love and marriage not only as 
essential to the happiness of our sex, but in reality the only end and aim of 
our existence.” 

Behind the refusal to marry often lay not only a dissatisfaction with the 




flatness of married life but also the feeling that married women lacked suf¬ 
ficient autonomy. “O, it’s not the worst thing in the world . . . to be an 
‘old maid,’ ” wrote the Female Advocate in 1854. “Not half as bad as to 
be the disappointed, wretched wife of something that would disgrace a 
brute.” Mary Jones Taylor, a close friend of Mary Mallard, was plainly of 
that opinion. As early as age 24 she knew she did not want to marry. In 
the course of congratulating Mary Mallard on her newborn baby in 1858, 
Mary Taylor referred to herself as an “old maid” who was “more devoted 
than ever to spinsterhood.” Later in that same letter she offered a clue to 
her reasons for a decision to which she adhered for the rest of her life. In 
discussing her reading of Shirley by Charlotte Bronte, she found fault with 
the depiction of heroines who displayed their feelings so openly as to con¬ 
stitute “a perfect outrage on female delicacy.” She then went on to say that 
she saw examples of this kind of behavior in day-to-day life as well. “I 
have been so disgusted by seeing gentlemen met halfway in their addresses 
I have to condemn everything that tends to encourage it.”^^ Women, in 
short, ought not to have to throw themselves at men in order to be appre¬ 
ciated or accepted. 

This was also the message of Dinah M. Mulock’s A Woman's Thoughts 
About Women, which Mary Taylor recommended to Mary Mallard. At 
the time Mulock wrote the book in 1858 she was unmarried. The English 
novelist made a strong plea for the autonomy of single women. She de¬ 
plored the prejudice that consigned women to virtual oblivion if they failed 
to marry. For that obscurity compelled them to devote their energies to 
what she called “the massacre of old Time.” They seek to “prick him to 
death with crochet and embroidery needles; strum him to death with piano 
and harp playing—not music; cut him up with morning-visitors, or leave 
his carcass in ten-minute parcels at every ‘friend’s’ house they can think of. 
Finally, they dance him defunct at all sort of unnatural hours; and then, 
rejoicing in the excellent excuse, smother him in sleep for a third of the fol¬ 
lowing day. Thus he dies, a slow, inoffensive, perfectly natural death.” 

To Mulock, the active woman was the ideal, the woman who was not 
dependent on men or marriage though she would be happy if both should 
come to her. For such women, however, “the ‘tender passion’ is not to 
them the one grand necessity that it is to aimless lives; they are in no haste 
to wed . . . and if .never married, still the habitual faculty of usefulness 
gives them that fixed standing in society, which will forever prevent their 
being drifted away, like most old maids, down the current of the new gen¬ 
eration.”^^ Mulock was no outspoken feminist, for she made no objection 



to those who said that the best education for a woman was to teach her 
how to depend on a man. For such dependence could be undeniably com¬ 
fortable and perhaps even pleasant. But, as she quite practically pointed 
out, not all women found men on whom to depend. In that event, she 
observed, the training was clearly inappropriate and perhaps worse. She 
found it particularly unfortunate that single women, who are most in need 
of what she called “self-dependence,” to be “the very last in whom it is in¬ 
culcated or even permitted.” 

Mulock’s advice to single women like herself was without ambiguity. 
“We must help ourselves.” Noticing that marriage “is apparently ceasing 
to become the common lot, and a happy marriage the most uncommon lot 
of all,” she called for the education of young women. This, she contended, 
would be much more valuable to women than “any blind clamour for ill- 
defined ‘rights.’ ” Mulock was not alone in her cause, as the movement to 
open colleges to and for women during the last half of the 19th century 
made clear. 

A recognition that marriage might well hold disadvantages for an “edu¬ 
cated, refined and accomplished” woman also appeared in the columns of 
so pro-family a publication as Good Housekeeping in 1885. A writer from 
Northampton, who signed herself “Priscilla,” told her readers that a 
woman with such traits might “hesitate a little before stepping out of the 
sphere of usefulness and earnest living that is the natural environment” of 
such qualities. For, she continued, an “independent, self-respecting woman 
has no need to marry for a home or a protector as a weaker might do. 
Marriage to her means exchanging the possibilities of her single life for the 
life-work and happiness of the man she marries.” For once married, such a 
woman’s “best individual effort and achievement is merged in his save in a 
few exceptional cases where the woman is an absolute genius.” “Priscilla” 
also pointed out that at that time it was quite possible for two independent 
women to live together quite contentedly, without worrying about “hus¬ 
band-hunting.” Like Mulock, “Priscilla” did not advise against marriage; 
she merely wanted her readers to recognize that it was not the only path 
for a woman. “Train the girls to be noble wives by all means,” she con¬ 
cluded, “but teach them also ‘that her hand may be given with dignity she 
must be able to stand alone.’ 

To historian and journalist Ida Tarbell in the early 20th century single¬ 
ness was still the key to women’s independence. “Four hundred years ago 
a woman sought celibacy as an escape from sin,” she wrote in her book 
The Business of Being a Woman (1921). “Today she adopts it to escape 



inferiority and servitude; superiority and freedom her aim.” Later, in her 
autobiography, Tarbell linked the single state with her life decisions. ‘*I 
could never marry. It would interfere with my plan; it would fetter my 
freedom. I didn’t quite know what Freedom meant,” she confessed, but 
she clearly perceived marriage as a threat to her goal of personal freedom. 
“When I was fourteen,” she remembered, “I was praying God on my 
knees to keep me from marriage.” 

Vida Scudder, prominent Socialist, writer, and highly successful teacher 
of English at Wellesley College, was less hostile toward and less threatened 
by marriage than Tarbell. Yet she, too, recognized what many single 
women of the 19th and early 20th century learned: marriage was not 
always a gain for a woman, and singleness offered new worlds and sug¬ 
gested new depths. In her frank autobiography, On Journey, she told of 
being in the Alps on vacation with two women friends “of recognized 
charm and distinction, each of them happy in a large following of disciples 
and devotees.” After they had discussed all the large questions confronting 
the world, they moved on to their own personal lives. “Soon each was say¬ 
ing she had never had a love affair. I at least was not mortified by the 
fact,” Scudder recalled; “we were all aware that many women with satisfy¬ 
ing and fruitful lives are in the same case. I know that something perhaps, 
humanly speaking, supremely precious has passed me by; but had it come 
to me,” she recognized, “how much it would have excluded!” And that, of 
course, was the choice that many educated women at the turn of the cen¬ 
tury had to make. Which would it be—marriage or career, since it was un¬ 
likely they could have both.^ Given the fact that most men of comparable 
education, as a matter of course, did enjoy both, it is all the more remark¬ 
able how little bitterness these women exhibited. Instead, addressing her¬ 
self to her male readers, Scudder observed quite matter of factly, “a 
woman’s life which sex interests have never visited, is a life neither dull 
nor empty, nor devoid of romance.” 

Those were the attitudes of a mature woman, who had experienced 
much. But she had not always felt that way. As a girl and young woman 
she had been subjected to all the influences in favor of sexual experience 
which any young person was. “Until I was thirty, I wanted terribly to fall 
in love,” she remembered. It was not so much that she wanted to be loved 
as that she was eager for the experience without which, “all literature as¬ 
sured me, life missed its,consummation.” In time she recognized that her 
feeling of lack of fulfillment was related to her “respect for authority, not 
to any personal sense of lack. And I confess that married life looks to me 
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1920. In that year there were about eight divorces for every 1000 married 
couples in the country, as compared with four in 1900—a jump of 100 per 
cent in just two decades. But as recently as 1960 the figure was only 9.2 
per 1000 married couples, or a mere 15 per cent rise since 1920 and for a 
period twice as long as the previous one, in which a 100 per cent increase 
had been registered. Even so, the United States today still leads the world 
in the ratio of divorces to marriages. 

It might be thought that the increase in the number of divorces at the 
end of the 19th and opening of the 20th century was more a function of 
changes in laws, rather than being a true measure of social responses to 
marriage. The states varied greatly then, as they do today, in the grounds 
on which they permitted a final dissolution of marriage. South Carolina 
throughout the 19th century, for instance, did not permit divorce on any 
ground; New York permitted it only on the single ground of adultery. On 
the other hand, some states not only provided several grounds but also 
often interpreted them in such a way as to make a divorce quite easy to 
obtain. Despite all these variations, as one authority at the time pointed 
out, there was little or no correspondence between the number of variety 
of grounds and the number of divorces. New York, for example, with a 
single ground, actually awarded 19 per cent more divorces in proportion 
to population than New Jersey, which offered two grounds. And it is also 
true that some states, at different periods, like Nevada today, offered eas¬ 
ier grounds and looser residence requirements than other states, thus at¬ 
tracting migratory petitioners for divorce. Nevertheless, most divorces in 
the 19th century, like most of them today, were granted to petitioners in 
their home states. 

Perhaps the most conclusive evidence for believing that the rise in di¬ 
vorce was a true measure of marital discontent and not simply a function 
of changes in laws or judicial interpretations is the stability of the propor¬ 
tion of divorce petitions that have been successful. In 1887 some 70 per 
cent of all petitions for divorce resulted in final decrees; in 1950 the figure 
was 71.2 per cent. Yet in the intervening years many changes in divorce 
laws occurred in the various states. The only occasion in the course of 
those sixty years in which the proportion went above 80 per cent was dur¬ 
ing the years of the Great Depression, and then only for 1930-33 and the 
single year of 1937.^'’ 

If, then, the figures on an upsurge in divorces represent a social and not 
a legal phenomenon, what meaning does that upsurge at the end of the 
19th and the beginning of the 20th century have for the history of women 
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and the family? William O’Neill, in his study of the divorce controversy at 
the opening of the 20th century, has related the rise in the divorce rate to 
the intensifying demands made upon married couples by the 19th-century 
family. Where there were low expectations in marriage, he argued, as hap¬ 
pened prior to the 19th century, there was little need for divorce. People 
simply accepted whatever relationship could be worked out. “But when 
the families become the center of social organization,” he contended, 
“their intimacy can become suffocating, their demands unbearable, and 
their expectations too high to be easily realizable.” At that point, he con¬ 
cluded, divorce becomes “the safety-valve that makes the system work¬ 
able.” Those people who could not meet the obligations or endure the 
oppressions of the new conjugal family could get out and, if they wished, 
have another chance. Thus, in O’Neill’s view, divorce was an integral part 
of the new, emotionally intense conjugal family that emerged in the 19th 
century. Divorce was not a flaw in the system of marriage, as many con¬ 
temporaries feared, but an essential feature of the system. Without it, the 
new affective family could not work.'^^ 

O’Neill’s analysis requires only some modification. He refers to the up¬ 
surge in divorce as a response to the new family. Yet, from what we know 
about divorces in the late 19th century, most of them dissolved marriages, 
not families. About 60 per cent of all divorces between 1867 and 1906, for 
example, did not involve children.But even if one speaks of marriages, 
rather, than families, as the relationships that were being disrupted, 
O’Neill’s insight that divorce was necessary to the success of a system of 
marriage that emphasized affection and companionship between the 
partners is still valid. 

There is also good reason to see the rise in divorce at the end of the 19th 
century as another sign of women’s drive for greater autonomy within 
marriage and the family. By the century’s end divorce was increasingly a 
woman’s remedy. In the late 1860s, for instance, almost two-thirds of all 
divorces were granted to women. Since then the proportion has been 
slowly rising. In 1960 it was up to almost three-quarters of the total. 

That women’s drive for more autonomy within the family lies behind 
the upsurge in divorce is also supported by an analysis of the grounds for 
divorce. During the five years 1872-76 some 63 per cent of all divorces 
granted to women were for grounds that implied inadequate or inappro¬ 
priate familial behavior by husbands. The general grounds were cruelty, 
desertion, drunkenness, and neglect to provide. These were grounds that 
clearly depended for their validity on the special role males were expected 
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to fill in the 19th-century family. Each of these grounds meant that hus¬ 
bands had failed to offer the support or consideration that women had a 
right to expect in return for fulfilling their own roles as wives and mothers. 
Significantly, only 14 per cent of the divorces asked for by women claimed 
adultery on the part of the husband, even though men s claims against 
women for this cause constituted the second most frequent ground (33.6 
per cent of all male divorces granted). Thirty years later—at the opening of 
the 20th century—only 10 per cent of women’s charges against their hus¬ 
bands cited adultery, but those reasons for divorce which related to men’s 
family responsibilities had risen to 73 per cent of the total. Women, in 
short, were demanding their rights under the doctrine of separate spheres, 
but apparently they did not perceive their rights as symmetrical with 
men’s. Men’s sexual loyalty was much less important to women than re¬ 
sponsible family behavior. 

Men’s accusations against their wives in divorce suits also reflected a 
growing assertiveness or drive for autonomy on the part of women within 
marriage and the family. Over 80 per cent of the grounds cited by hus¬ 
bands in the five-year period 1872-76 concerned v/ives’ failure to live up 
to the ideal of a submissive subordinant. About one-third of the husbands 
claimed adultery by their wives; 44.8 per cent cited desertion, and 4.7 per 
cent cruelty. Thirty years later the proportion that named adultery was 
down to 27 per cent, but the number citing desertion now constituted 49.6 
per cent, a slight increase. The striking change was in regard to cruelty, 
which increased 1,609 per cent in the thirty years! Only 800 husbands had 
named that charge against their wives in the 1867-71 period, but, in the 
five years prior to 1906, almost 13,680 petitioned for divorce from their 
wives on this ground. 

What does this new emphasis upon cruelty tell us about the state of 
marriage at the opening of the 20th century? Whai: had happened in those 
thirty years? Certainly it could not mean that wives were literally that 
much more cruel in 1900 than they had been in 1870. The answer, of 
course, depends upon the meaning of cruelty in a divorce proceeding. It is 
true that no precise or fully adequate meaning can be ascribed to the term, 
which was defined and applied concretely in hundreds of cases before 
dozens of state courts across the country. Yet we do have some indication 
of the word’s meaning during the last years of the 19th century, and there 
is no reason to believe that the meaning changed substantially in the first 
years of the 20th century. 

In his study of marriage and divorce for the twenty years prior to 1887, 



Carroll Wright included summaries of 29 cases of divorce culled from the 
original court records in which the wife was the defendant on the single 
ground of “cruelty.” In virtually every one of these cases, the nature of the 
cruelty was that the wife was breaking out of the standard view of the sub¬ 
missive woman. 

About one-third of the 29 cases depicted the wife as physically assault¬ 
ing the husband: “During the last year defendant has struck plaintiff with 
pokers, flat-irons, and other hard substances.” “Defendant is a powerful 
woman, weighing 190 pounds; she struck plaintiff with a stove-lid and 
broke one of his ribs; on another occasion she knocked plaintiff down 
with a chair.” “Defendant took all the covering off the bed, leaving plain¬ 
tiff to shiver until morning. On one occasion she jumped on him with her 
knees and ran a knitting needle 4 inches in his arm.” Four more of the 
cases involved threats to the husband, such as “plaintiff once at dinner did 
not eat; whereupon defendant said to him, ‘If you don’t eat I’ll cut your 
-heart out.’ ” 

Fully half of the cases, however, dwelt upon the wife’s failure to perform 
the traditional duties of a wife, especially as the husband defined them. 
Usually that included refusal to keep his clothes in repair or to cook his 
meals. When one husband complained that his wife would not get up in 
the morning to make his breakfast, or even to wake him, and wanted to 
eat in restaurants, the court granted the divorce with the observation that 
it was justified because “the wife has acted in an unwife-like manner.” 
Another woman’s “cruelty” was adjudged sufficient to justify her hus¬ 
band’s divorce because she had “evinced toward plaintiff a hasty temper.” 
Another husband received the divorce he asked for on the ground of cru¬ 
elty because no children had been born to the marriage. 

Wright also summarized 69 cases in which women charged cruelty on 
the part of their husbands as grounds for divorce. A large number, 58 of 
the cases, clearly showed women’s unwillingness to resign themselves to 
the husband’s inordinate power within the family. In 29 of the 58 cases, 
the substance of the cruelty was simple physical assault, sometimes of the 
most brutal kind. In one case the husband had broken his wife’s “nose, 
fingers, two of her ribs, cut her face and lips, chewed and bitten her ears 
and face, and wounded her generally from head to foot.” One husband 
forced his wife to beg like a dog. Another husband pounded his wife’s 
head against the wall, while still another “forced plaintiff to open her 
mouth for the purpose of spitting tobacco juice down her mouth.” Some¬ 
times the cruelty was less harsh, such as when a husband cut off the water 
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increase in the divorce rate in the 20th century, though probably not in the 
19th. That is the improved chances of life among both sexes, but particu¬ 
larly among women. Around the turn of the 20th century there was a 
striking improvement in the conditions of health and in the treatment an 
cure of diseases. This advance in medicine continued so that the number of 
people who lived into their sixties and even seventies increased drama¬ 
tically. The effect upon the family was that now many women lived long 
enough to find flaws in their marriages—and so did men—and thus could 
seek an alternative through divorce. This explanation or condition, how¬ 
ever, cannot be a significant part of the cause for the upsurge in divorces in 
the 19th century simply because the improvements in health conditions 
and new medical knowledge that did so much to allow more people to 
achieve old age did not occur until after 1900. 

The improvement in health and medical knowledge in the 20th century 
had a special bearing on the meaning that divorce held for the family. To 
Americans at the beginning of the century as well as to many today, an 
increase in the divorce rate has usually been interpreted as a sign of in¬ 
creasing marital instability. And for those who sav*^ the family as essential 
to the well-being of society that instability could only be deplored. Indeed, 
the great public debate about the causes of divorce in the first two decades 
of the 20th century stemmed from just that concern. During that debate, 
however, one thing was forgotten; in earlier years, when the divorce rate 
was lower, marriages were being disrupted to a much greater extent by the 
death of one of the spouses. Thus in 1860 almost thirty out of 1000 exist¬ 
ing marriages in the United States were dissolved either by the death of a 
spouse or by divorce. In 1950, the comparable figure was slightly 
less—28.1 dissolutions per 1000 marriages. In 1860, however, divorces 
constituted only 4.1 per cent of the total, while in 1950, divorce accounted 
for one-third of the dissolutions. In the interim, the improvement in medi¬ 
cine and health had permitted spouses to live longer, thus allowing a 
longer time for dissatisfactions with a marriage to develop. Between 1850 
and 1950 some 27 years were added to the average life expectancy of 
Americans (from 42 to 69 years). Of those years, seven were added be¬ 
tween 1850 and 1900; the remaining twenty were added in the next half- 
century. As a result, between 1860 and 1910 the number of marriages 
broken by death of a spouse fell 13.4 per cent, but during a shorter period 
1910-50, the fall was more than double—27.4 per cent.'*'^ 

The conclusion that in a statistical sense the stability of marriages in the 
United States has not been seriously affected by the increase in the divorce 



rate because today there are fewer disruptions of marriage by death is, of 
course, only part of the story. It is an institutional, as opposed to a per¬ 
sonal or affective, interpretation. Obviously a spouse who has lost a be¬ 
loved partner through death has a quite different set of feelings at the 
disruption of his or her marriage from one whose marriage ends because 
of a common or individual dissatisfaction with the relationship. Despite 
this difference, to recognize that dissolution of marriage was as common in 
the middle of the 19th century as in the middle of the 20th throws a good 
deal of light on our understanding of what marriage meant to people in 
the 19th century. Even though divorces were considerably fewer then, 
there was still a burden of loss to be borne by surviving spouses and 
children. (Peter Uhlenberg has shown that 13 per cent of children born as 
late as 1870 and who lived until age 15 lost a father by death, and another 
8 per cent lost a mother. For children born in 1950 the proportions were 3 
and 1 per cent, respectively.) If today, one of the individual and social 
costs of divorce is that children are denied the presence of both parents, 
that situation occurred about as frequently in the 19th century because of 
the death of one parent. The rise in the divorce rate, until very recently, 
has not increased the total amount of family disruption, as usually sup¬ 
posed. 

The upward trend in divorces can be interpreted even more positively, 
especially where women are concerned. An increase in divorces was a sign 
of higher expectations for marriage, and, in the light of the fact that most 
divorce suits were instituted by women, of a higher standard of marriage 
by women. If one of the central characteristics of a modern society is the 
independence of the individual, as the students of modernization assure us, 
then the improvement in the autonomy of women in the family is a part of 
that process. Certainly the thrust of women’s role in the 19th-century con¬ 
jugal family was to grant to the wife and mother increasing control over 
the material management and moral character of the home, including not 
only the children but the father as well. If the ideal family was one in 
which husband and wife were attached to one another because of love, 
mutual respect, and consideration, then it followed that when those quali¬ 
ties were no longer present the marriage ought to be dissolved. William 
O’Neill saw divorce as a necessary escape hatch from the high demands of 
the 19th-century family; another way of making the same point is to say 
that divorce allowed an endless pursuit of the perfect marriage by freeing 
the individual to consider his or her own needs and expectations. 

The rise in the divorce rate was thus a part of the increasing individ- 
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ualization of women within the family. Men had always had divorce at 
their disposal, but in the 19th century it was a remedy increasingly avail¬ 
able to women. And, as we have seen in regard to 19th-century divorce 
cases, men sought the remedy of marital dissolution when they found 
women being too independent; women petitioned for divorce when they 
found their desire for autonomy and self-identification within marriage 
thwarted by men’s insistence upon their subordination to the family. In 
both cases, therefore, the issue was women’s autonomy. If one recognizes 
that the struggle for women’s autonomy within the family was really a 
struggle for power, then the rise in divorces suggests that women were 
pressing increasingly for a share of power. It was not that women rejected 
the home, for the vast majority of them certainly did not, not even those 
who petitioned for divorce. What an increasing proportion of women did 
insist upon, so the records of divorce tell us, was a recognition of their 
proper role in the home without undue subordination. 

It can come as no surprise then to learn that the leading 19th-century 
feminists championed divorce. Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
and Amelia Bloomer, to name only three before the Civil War, all spoke 
out in favor of easier divorce laws as a necessary condition for the im¬ 
provement in women’s position within marriage. In her usual forthright 
and incisive manner, Stanton acknowledged the centrality of the marriage 
relationship in feminism. “It is vain to look for the elevation of w'oman so 
long as she is degraded in marriage,” she wrote Susan B. Anthony in 1853, 
just as the organized feminist movement was getting under way. “I say it is 
a sin, an outrage on our liberal feelings, to pretend that anything but deep 
fervent love and sympathy constitute marriage. The right idea of marriage 
is at the foundation of all reforms,” she asserted. Throughout her long life 
as a feminist agitator Stanton argued for easier divorce laws in order to 
hold the institution of marriage to the high standard she believed it de¬ 
served. Even the more conservative Lucy Stone, who tended to shy away 
from controversial issues like marriage and sex because she feared they 
might distract the movement from its primary goals, wrote Stanton in 
1859, “I wish you would call a convention to discuss divorce, marriage, 
infanticide, and their kindred subjects.”'*® 

Finally, of course, the rising curve in the divorce rate is yet another in¬ 
dication that by the opening of the 20th century the principal character¬ 
istics of the modern American family were already present. For the United 
States has continued to have the highest ratio of divorces to married cou¬ 
ples of any modern nation. Even Japan’s rate is now below that of the 
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United States. Since World War II the American ratio has been double 
that of Japan, almost four times that of Great Britain or Canada, and 
more than three times that of France. Only Sweden’s rate of 4.9 divorces 
per 1000 married couples came close to the American figure of 9.2 in 

1960.^9 

The continuation of a high divorce rate throughout the 20th century 
does not appear to be related to a fundamental dissatisfaction with the in¬ 
stitution of marriage as such. In fact, marriage has grown in popularity 
over the years. It is true that at the end of the 19th century, as the divorce 
rare rose sharply, an increasing proportion of women did not marry. But 
by the opening of the 20th century the divorce rate continued its rise, 
while the proportion of women who remained single began to fall. In the 
1970s marriage is more popular than it ever has been, if measured by the 
number of people who do not try it. As we saw earlier, the proportion of 
people who have reached the age of 50 without marrying at all is now at 
the lowest point in the history of U.S. marital statistics. Remarriage rates 
are at their long-term high, also showing that the institution as such is 
hardly under attack. Instead, Americans have simply set higher (or more 
fickle) standards for themselves and their mates within marriage. When 
those standards are not met, they get divorced and try again. 

Finally, we might ask, is there any connection between the fall in the 
proportion of single women and the continued rise in divorce? One plausi¬ 
ble speculation is that, once it became clear that there was an escape from 
marriage in the shape of divorce, many women who may have been predis¬ 
posed to shun marriage because they perceived it as too restrictive and too 
permanent may then have begun to find it acceptable. As a result, so the 
argument would go, the proportion of women who elected to remain 
single fell. Improved reliability of and knowledge about birth-control tech¬ 
niques by the early years of the 20th century would have had a similar ef¬ 
fect. With control over fertility more likely, women in the 20th century 
would have less reason to avoid marriage than in previous times. Such 
connections are consistent with the demographic evidence that we have, 
but that is all one can say about them. In any event, we shall return to the 
question of the nature of marriage in 20th-century America in Chapter 
XVIII, where the relationship of women, work, and the future of the fam¬ 
ily is examined more fully. 

Though in the course of the 19th century some women challenged the 
family by refusing, or at least failing, to start a family at all, and others 
sought to expand their autonomy by disrupting an unsatisfactory mar- 
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is the more significant, since it tells us how many children the average 
woman would bear in her lifetime. For Andover at the end of the century 
the average number of children for completed families was 8.7, with 7.2 
surviving to age 21. This rather high survival rate was not unusual for 
17th-century New England, where conditions of life were much better 
than in contemporary Europe. A study of families in Plymouth colony in 
the 17th century reported a similarly high proportion of survivors into 
adulthood. Another study for the colonial Massachusetts town of 
Hingham counted 7.8 children per family surviving to adulthood. 

Although the average number of children in 17th-century families was 
lower than either the maximum possible biologically or what tradition has 
often told us, it, nonetheless, was noticeably higher than in the average 
contemporary European family. In one village in late 18th-century France, 
for instance, the average number of children was 5.2 per family, while in 
another it was as low as 4.0. About five children per family was the 
average in Bavaria and in England. Even when the average sizes of house¬ 
holds, as opposed to family, are compared, the American colonial house¬ 
hold was still conspicuously larger than the contemporaneous English or 
Continental one. Peter Laslett, the prime student of families in pre-indus¬ 
trial England, has shown that on the average an English family in the 17th 
and 18th centuries consisted of 4.75 persons. The first United States census 
in 1790 recorded that the average size of household was 5.7 persons, or 
one person larger than the average English household of the time.^ 

Despite the larger size of the American household, by the second half of 
the 18th century the number of children in American families had begun to 
decline. A study of Rhode Island families living in both cities and farming 
areas showed that decade after decade from the time of the Revolution to 
the end of the century there was a steady fall in the average size of fami¬ 
lies. Another exploration of family size in fifteen towns in Massachusetts 
and Connecticut before and after 1740 showed a marked decline in 
average number of births per family. In Gloucester, for example, the births 
fell from 6.73 for women married before 1740 to 4,57 children for those 
marrying after that date. In Salisbury, Connecticut, the drop was from 
7.86 to 5.78 children. Finally, an analysis of some 271 Quaker families in 
the late 18th century reinforces the impression that the fall in the average 
size of families first became conspicuous soon after the Revolution. Robert 
Wells, the author of the study, grouped the families into three periods 
according to when the wives were born: pre-Revolutionary or by 1730; 
Revolutionary or between 1731 and 1755; and finally post-Revolutionary 



or after 1755. As might be anticipated from the figures already cited, there 
was a noticeable drop in the average number of children per family as the 
century advanced. The sharper drop, however, occurred with the middle 
or Revolutionary era group, those women born between 1731 and 1755. 
The average number of children per family fell from 6.68 for the pre- 
Revolutionary group to 5.67 for the second, and then down to 5.02 for 
the third. Since the change from the first to the second group is, on the 
average, one child, it would seem that by the last quarter of the 18th 
century these Quaker women were reducing significantly their number 
of children.^ 

Whether this Quaker study and the other measures of a decline in fertil¬ 
ity in the course of the 18th century are representative of the United States 
as a whole is not yet known for sure. On the other hand, there is little 
reason to think that these studies are unrepresentative in more than detail. 
It would seem, in short, that by the end of the 18th century, fertility was 
already receding from the high levels of the 17th century. 

Despite this decine, however, at the opening of the 19th century the 
birth rate of the United States was still, as two leading demographers have 
observed, “markedly higher than that ever recorded for any European 
country.” The rate, they added, “is equalled in reliably recorded data only 
by such unusually fertile populations as the Hutterites and the inhabitants 
of the Cocos-Keeling Islands.” From that relatively high beginning for 
19th-century birth rates, the story thereafter was one of uninterrupted and 
profound decline. The fall began within the first decade of the century; by 
the 1850s the birth rate of the United States was below that of Hungary; 
by 1870 it was lower than Austria’s; and by 1880 less than Italy’s and 
Spain’s. By then the rate in the United States was equal to that of Britain 
and nearly as low as Sweden’s. As early as 1850, the American birth rate 
differed from that of almost all European countries in that it was falling 
while most of theirs were stable. Among European countries in the middle 
of the 19th century, only France resembled the United States in having a 
steady decline. France’s birth rate had been falling, virtually without inter¬ 
ruption, since about 1770.^ 

Demographers measure a nation’s fertility in several ways. The crudest 
is the birth rate, which is simply the total number of births divided by the 
population. Such a gross figure, however, can give us a distorted picture of 
what is happening to fertility, since the rate is affected by changes in the 
proportion of women of childbearing ages in the population. If, for ex¬ 
ample, all old people were killed off by a disease, the next year the birth 
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woman’s means, for it can be employed even against the will of the male. 
We shall reuirn later to this distinction between women’s and men’s meth¬ 
ods, for it offers a clue as to responsibility for the decline in fertility during 
the 19th century. 

For the moment, however, let us continue to explore possible explana¬ 
tions, as opposed to means, for the decline in births in rural regions prior 
to 1860. As Easterlin candidly,admits, the motivation behind the correla¬ 
tion between lack of availability of arable land and the decline in births is 
not at all clear. He examined several alternative explanations, such as that 
children needed to be educated, or that increased numbers of aged people 
in the household had to be supported, or that cliild labor opportunities 
declined in the older regions. But none of these possible explanations 
worked when tested against the data for the new and the old areas. There 
simply are no significant differences between the areas. Only the availabil¬ 
ity of land correlated with high fertility. Yet the question persists: How did 
the lack of land cause couples to decide to have fewer children? After all, 
there was plenty of vacant land farther west during these years, as the 
division of his households into lowest fertility (eastern) and highest fertility 
(western) reminds us. The answer Easterlin advanced with some reluctance 
was that parents wanted their children to settle nearby, but they did not 
want to subdivide their land. Hence if a son wanted to marry he had to 
buy land near home which was more expensive than land available to him 
in the West, so he married late or cut back on the number of his children. 
Easterlin assumed that, if the parents had not been holding the children 
nearby, the sons would have naturally moved to the cheaper lands in the 
West or to more recently settled regions. 

There is no direct documentary evidence to support this argument, and 
one has the feeling that it was derived principally from the fact that the 
decline in births correlates with the decline in the availability of land. Still, 
Easterlin’s explanation has the merit of being consistent with what we 
have seen about the nature of the 19th-century family on an individual 
basis. In the chapter on the family it was noted that the close-knit, com¬ 
panionate nuclear family became the norm of American familial life, par¬ 
ticularly of the middle class, which would include commercial farmers. 
From what we know of the internal relationships in the middle-class fam¬ 
ily of the mid-19th century, parents would indeed have been sorry to see 
their children move away, just as the children would have been reluctant 
to move away. If Easterlin’s surmise is correct, then by 1860 that closeness 



within the family was present among farm families of the North as well as 
among the largely urban middle-class families whose correspondence we 
analyzed in earlier chapters. 

Economic demographers like Easterlin are especially interested to find 
some material or at least measurable force to account for the decline in 
birth rates. The relationship b’etween availability of arable land and births 
can be studied from this point of view because both variables have been 
counted in the census. Yet even economic demographers recognize that 
behind every measurable sign of behavior lies an intangible and perhaps 
unmeasurable human motive or purpose. And it is purposes that move 
people. By concentrating upon the actual measurable factor, we may over¬ 
look the real or at least the motivational force behind the behavior. Unfor¬ 
tunately, motivation is considerably more difficult to ascertain than the 
measurement of certain types of behavior or kinds of resources. 

Some historians explain the changes in family behavior in these years by 
invoking the conception of modernization. This rather amorphously de¬ 
fined term is more a description of changes than an explanation, for it 
means that during these years certain behavioral patterns emerged that are 
characteristic of modern times. But noting such similarities does not ex¬ 
plain why the changes came about at the time they did; no motive or 
causal force behind the changes is identified. Despite this explanatory 
weakness, modernization as a conception does have the merit of calling 
our attention to alterations in the values that lie behind the changes in be¬ 
havior. 

Historical demographer Robert V. Wells has suggested that the explana¬ 
tion for the shifts in fertility between the 18th and 19th centuries should 
be sought in a shift in values rather than in new techniques, or in social 
and economic developments. In short, he asked, why do people decide to 
limit the size of their families, regardless of their social and economic con¬ 
ditions? Is it not possible that they may want to achieve something less 
tangible than an improved standard of living? ^ This approach to the sub¬ 
ject is not unlike Easterlin’s point that behind the desire to curtail births 
because of the dearth of arable land was the desire to remain close to 
parents. Sons had to be willing to have smaller families so that they could 
afford to stay near their parents. But the causal motivation for the curtail¬ 
ment of children was not the high cost of land but the desire to remain 
close to parents. Wells’s explanation for the reduction in size of family at 
the opening years of the 19th century is that families began to believe that 
they could shape their lives and control their future as they could not ear- 








lier. One way that men and women expressed this new concern was to 
seek deliberately to limit the number of their offspr ing. Other historians 
have called this kind of decisive and foresighted act a sign of moderniza¬ 
tion. 

But can the desire and attempt to limit offspring be taken as an indica¬ 
tion of modernity? When we look at the recent studies of family history in 
pre-industrial England, for example, it becomes clear that most men and 
women have sought to control their fertility long before the early 19th cen¬ 
tury. Indeed, Norman E. Himes, the well-known historian of contracep¬ 
tion, along with most modern demographers, has contended that one of 
the constants of human history is that families have always wanted to limit 
fertility. No period of Western history has failed to record significant ef¬ 
forts and some success in limiting offspring. 

Once that point is accepted, the inquiry can proceed in only one of two 
directions. One is to recognize that, though people may have always been 
interested in controlling fertility, they have not always been uniformly, or 
even especially, successful until very recently. Therefore, an important con¬ 
sideration in asking why families declined in size in the 19th century as 
compared with the 18th is whether or not the techniques or methods of 
contraception or birth control improved. As we shall see in the next chap¬ 
ter, the improvements in technique cannot be the primary explanation sim¬ 
ply because there were no significant innovations in methods, though there 
were some improvements and better communication. There was, for in¬ 
stance, no important new contraceptive device in the 19th century that is 
comparable in ease of use and efficiency to the anovulant pill of our own 
day. Technique, in short, cannot give us the answer; motivation or pur¬ 
pose remains the key, for that alone can account for why and how couples 
made so much more effective use of the available techniques than did the 
people of the 18th century. 

The second route to follow, then, is to ask whether there may have been 
a change or intensification of the reasons for practicing birth control. 
When the question is posed in that form, the problem, at least in regard to 
the United States, is more sharply defined. What new motives or purposes 
might have arisen at the end of the 18th century? 

Although it must be conceded at the outset that we know pathetically 
little about the motives behind the birth-control practices in pre-industrial 
societies, demographers generally believe that limitation on food supply or 
subsistence has played a significant part. Certainly infanticide is widely 
recognized as a response to inadequate food supply. It follows, therefore, 


that in societies like those of western Europe, where deeply held religious 
principles precluded infanticide, limitations on births would be sought as a 
substitute. This supposition is strengthened when it is recognized that 
throughout the colonial years the birth rate of Americans far exceeded 
anything known in Europe. Twenty years before the Declaration of In¬ 
dependence Benjamin Franklin wrote a famous essay on population in 
which he pointed to the extraordinary high population growth rate in the 
English colonies, an increase he attributed to the higher standard of living 
or higher level of subsistence for the mass of people in North America. Eng¬ 
lish parson TTiomas Malthus built his theory that population tended to 
press against the means of subsistence from his knowledge of the high 
birth rates in the English colonies. Again, the rapid population growth, es¬ 
timated by Malthus to be equal to a doubling of the population every 
twenty-five years, was attributed to the availability of land resources. 
Eventually, Malthus predicted, woman’s fecundity would catch up with 
man’s ability to produce food. These contemporary recognitions of the 
high birth rate of colonial Americans have been amply confirmed, as we 
have seen, by modern demographic studies. 

What we now know, too, is that population came under control or was 
at least significantly limited in its growth long before the sanction of inade¬ 
quate subsistence, to which Malthus pointed, came into play. If in pre-in¬ 
dustrial Europe one of the principal reasons population control was crucial 
was the limits on the food supply, in America that motive could not have 
been significant. ITus, limits on subsistence cannot be the reason why 
Americans began to reduce the size of their families by the opening years 
of the 19th century. 

The reasons why individual families sought to control their fertility in 
the 19th century are numerous, but, unlike those who undertook compara¬ 
ble efforts in earlier centuries, the reasons do not have to be inferred. Peo¬ 
ple were quite willing and able to commit their purposes to paper. Fore¬ 
most among the reasons was the simple fact that one particular group of 
people—a whole sex, in fact—had a special interest in limiting the number 
of children since they bore the brunt of their birth, nurturance, and rear¬ 
ing. Surely it is no accident that the movement to limit the size of families 
coincided with the emergence of a new kind of family in which women oc¬ 
cupied a special position and in which children were perceived as different 
from adults and in need of special and loving care. Yet phrasing the matter 
in such bald and perhaps prosaic terms distorts or obscures the subtleties 
of historical reality and the dialectical character of the several forces at 
work. 






Perhaps a more precise way of phrasing the 
women became more conscious of themselves as 

sought to control their fertility. They may have wanted to do that before, 
but generally could not, given their social, economic, and political subordi- 
natiL Philippe Aries, for example, cites several instances, drawn from 
llZnd 17 th centuries, wherein women’s personal interest >" conmacep- 
tion was clearly evident. Their motives, Aries pointedly observed, were n 
mereTy o improve the standard of living of the family but to avoid having 
Too maS chddren-period.s In short, women have always had a reason 
for limiting children that men have not, but that reason could 
havior on a large scale only when women became self-conscious abou 
themselves as individuals—that is, when they began to see t 
beings separate from their husbands and their families. This was the men¬ 
tal attitude that underlay what in earlier chapters we have called the drive 
or autonomy for women within the family Daniel Scott Smith has called 
it domestic feminism. Robert Wells would see it as a manifestation of 

TtTleforindividualism in the West has a long history stretching far 
back before the 17 th century and certainly drawing upon the ideology and 
Lial changes symbolized by the Renaissance, Relormatmn and the ex^ 
pansion of a capitalist economy. John Locke and Adam Smith celebrated 
the principles of individual rights and actions, but the individuals they had 
in m'^ind were men. On the whole women were not then thought of as any 
thing other than supportive assistants-necessary to be sure, but not mdi^ 
viduals in their own right. The individual as a conception 
thought has always assumed that behind each man-that is, each individ- 
uarwas a familj. But the members of that family were not indiv.dua s, 
elpT L man, who was by law and custom its head. Historian Natalie 
Zemon Davis has observed that some historians like to describe the 

changes through which Europe passed from the g f"" 

times as a shift from Tribal Brotherhood to Universal Otherhood. But she 
TgenS noted, “Tribal Brothers and Universal Others were not isolated 
individuals, but family units governed by patriarchal f^hers. 

For reasons that are still quite unclear, toward the end of 'he 18 th 
tury, individualism, consideration of one’s own imerest, began « be take 
up by women. At bottom, it asserted or assumed that women, like me , 
had interests and lives that were separate and different in purpose fro 

those of other members of a family. 

In the beginning, as might be anticipated, the conception of in^v.d 
ualism for women was partial and tentative, as a reading of Mary Woll- 



stonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792) makes plain when 
its argument is compared with a modern feminist outlook. Similarly^ 
Abigail Adams’s famous admonition to her husband John in the early days 
of the American Revolution to “remember the ladies” when the new gov¬ 
ernment’s laws were being written was far from a feminist plea. “Do not 
put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands,” she urged. 
“Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. . . . Why then, not 
put it out of the power of the vicious and the lawless to use us with cruelty 
and indignity with impunity. . . . Regard us then as Beings placed by 
providence under your protection and, in immitation of the Supreme 
Being, make use of that power only for our happiness.” This is no asser¬ 
tion of women’s rights as equal participants in the world, or politics, or 
the economy. Rather than denying in any way wifehood or motherhood as 
the primary role of women, Abigail Adams asked merely for an improve¬ 
ment in the traditional relationship with husbands. When, seventy years 
later, some women carried the implications of individualism for women to 
their logical conclusions, as in the Seneca Falls Declaration of Rights of 
Women in 1848, the mass of American women were unwilling to follow 
that lead. For in that Declaration all the individualistic rights of men were 
extended to women, including legal, economic, and political equality. Ul¬ 
timately, of course, these aims would become the goals not only of radical 
feminists but of most women. In the context of 19th-century society and 
its level of consciousness, however, those aims of 1848 were premature. 
Yet that prematurity ought not to hide from us the recognition that wom¬ 
en’s reach for autonomy within the family in the 19th century was an 
important milestone on the road to full equality. 

Another sign of the movement toward autonomy by women at the end 
of the 18th century was the willingness of some men to argue for the indi¬ 
viduality or equal rights of women, even though, by the nature of things, 
men were the oppressors. In America, Charles Brockden Brown’s Alcuin 
(1798) was a conspicuous example of an incipient feminist ideology, while, 
in England, William Godwin offered another defense of women’s individ¬ 
ualism. Even in remote Kdnigsberg, Prussia, the Mayor, Theodore von 
Hippel, published a defense of women’s civil equality in 1794 that was suf¬ 
ficiently widely known to come under attack. By the middle of the 19th 
century more men had taken up the cause, with John Stuart Mill the ac¬ 
knowledged intellectual leader with his famous tract The Subjection of 
Woman (1869). As Richard Evans has shrewdly noted. Mill’s book was 
not so much a timeless defense of truth as a direct application to women of 









Mill’s belief in the individual. For if individualism was right for men, as 
Mill certainly believed, then it of right ought to be applied to women, too. 

The intention here is not to summarize the rise of a feminist ideology 
but to suggest the implications of that rise for the history of the family. For 
too long the history of the family has been interpreted as a masculine 
response to changing cultural and economic circumstances. There is, of 
course, no denying that men’s role in shaping and sustaining the family is 
important, but, at least over the last two centuries, it has most probably 
been secondary to that of women. One of the arguments of this book is 
that the history of the family is best understood by recognizing that 
changes in the role of women—particularly in what has been called the ex¬ 
tension of individualism to women—the awakening to self—have been at 
the root of that history. As women have changed in their relations to men 
and children, the family has been altered. For in the end that is the family: 
a congeries of relationships among parents and their children. But instead 
of considering these alterations merely as responses to exogenous or out¬ 
side forces, they also need to be acknowledged as flowing from changes in 
women’s self-perception. 

It is not difficult to document how and why these changes in women’s 
role came about, for women have not been silent about their situation or 
their wish to change it. The truly difficult task is to explain why women’s 
sense of individualism emerged when it did. After all, women’s subordina¬ 
tion to the family in general and to men in particular is an ancient story. 
Given the long history of the growth of individualism in Western thought, 
why was that conception of human capability and freedom extended to 
women only toward the end of the 18th century? 

As already observed, at this stage in our understanding of the history of 
women and the family the answer must be not only tentative but largely 
speculative. The question has only begun to be canvassed. Yet some of the 
broad forces in operation can be adumbrated. Certainly Protestantism, 
particularly Calvinism (Puritanism in England and America), was among 
the crucial social and intellectual forces, for the Puritans emphasized the 
family and, most important, the woman’s right to respect and affection 
within it. The dissolution of marriage, which Protestantism introduced, for 
example, was permitted not only to men, but also, at least theoretically, to 
women because both sexes had been parties to the contract that was the 
Puritan definition of marriage. 

Considerably more influential was the cluster of ideas and practices that 
we call, for convenience, the 18th-century Enlightenment. During the 


middle years of the 18th century the ideas of equality and individualism 
received a wide and attentive hearing, even though, admittedly, women 
were not immediately or usually included in such concepts by the leading 
thinkers. For the first time, during those years, the venerable institution of 
slavery came under direct and continuous attack. Though the institution 
would last well into the 19th century, the appeal to freedom for a subordi¬ 
nate class on which the attack rested quickly struck a responsive chord in 
both the Old World and the New. A similarly positive response was 
evoked by Adam Smith’s demonstration that individual self-interest, con¬ 
trary to what generations of earlier thinkers had insisted, worked to the 
enrichment and advancement of society. Individualism, in the developing 
market economy of late 18th-century Europe and America, was no longer 
to be equated with mere selfishness. 

With freedom and individualism in the air, it is not surprising that those 
concepts were also applied to women or were taken up by them on their 
own. Surely it is no mere accident that in the French Revolution, that 
flowering of the Enlightenment, demands for women’s rights were heard 
with a collective power unknown before in Europe. No fewer than thirty- 
three of the cahiers of complaints on the eve of the Revolution in France 
called for greater educational opportunities for women. At revolutionary 
meetings in 1789 and after, women demanded expansion of their rights as 
individuals. Richard Evans has written that during the French Revolution 
women for the “first time . . , actually tried to band together to fight for 
their rights.” More formal demands for women’s rights appeared in 
print at the end of the 18th century as we have noted already in the writ¬ 
ings of Mary Wollstonecraft, Charles Brockden Brown, and others. The 
American Revolution itself, with its emphasis upon personal or individual 
rights, most of which derived from the Englightenment’s arsenal of ideas, 
inevitably sparked new thoughts about women’s role, as Abigail Adams’s 
letter to her husband showed. 

Sometimes the relative scarcity of women in America in the colonial 
years has been cited as a more specific cause for the advanced position of 
women in this country. The assumption has been that when women were 
scarce, as they tended to be in newly settled colonial America, their lever¬ 
age in dealing with men was thereby enhanced. Armed with that advan¬ 
tage, they could then press more successfully for greater autonomy inside 
and outside the family. And it is true that both the laws of the English col¬ 
onies and the many observations of foreign travelers testified that women 
did indeed enjoy greater freedom and respect in America than in contem- 
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porary Europe. A recent comparative study of women in 17th-century 
America and England, for example, concluded that “throughout her his¬ 
tory, American woman has enjoyed a more attractive position in society 
than her English counterpart of whatever class. Although all the gams ot 
the seventeenth century were not maintained, this superiority, like so many 
other lasting American characteristics, was founded during the early gener¬ 
ations of the New World.” 

Tempting as the newness or emptiness of the land in America may be as 
a part of the explanation for the extension of individualism to women, it 
requires serious qualification. In other areas of the New World, where the 
land was equally empty and women were even scarcer, there was no com¬ 
parable extension of individualism to women. In neither the French nor 
the Iberian colonies in the New World did women’s position improve, as it 
clearly did in the English colonies. Women’s situations in the New World 
colonies of the various European nations were, in several ways, not com¬ 
parable at all. Englishmen came to America in families, while Spaniards 
and Portuguese did not, for the most part. Native Indian and slave Negro 
women were used much more frequently and much earlier as concubines 
or sexual companions in the Iberian colonies than in the English colonies 
of North America. But it is precisely these differences in the situations of 
women in the New World colonies that make it dubious to ascribe to the 
empty land, which was characteristic of all of them, a major influence on 
the development of greater individualism for women in the English colo- 

nies. . 

Much more important than the newness of the land was the corpus ot 

ideas about women, family, and marriage—the cultural baggage, so to 
speak—which the various European peoples brought with them. What the 
new land did, then, was to provide a fresh slate on which the ideas of the 
mother culture could be writ out in new ways or with new terms, or 
perhaps even be developed into an outlook and practice only implicit in 
the Old World. This seems to have been what happened in the English col¬ 
onies. We know, for example, that in the early 17th century, when the Eng¬ 
lish colonies in North America were just being settled, women in Eng¬ 
land were pressing for increased rights and prerogatives in society and in 
the family. When these women and the men w th whom they were con¬ 
tending came to America, the newness of the society and the scarcity of 
women gave women fresh opportunity and leverage in challenging the 
traditional conception of their role. 

One ought not push the argument too hard, for obviously the change 


was a slow one, consuming over a century before its outlines became clear. 
But the contrast between the relatively advanced position of women in the 
English 18th-century colonies and the restricted, even oppressed position 
of women in Portuguese and Spanish colonies should cause us to doubt 
that empty land in itself had much independent social influence anywhere 
in the New World. It was as a condition, rather than as a cause, that the 
openness of the New World made its contribution to the advancement of 
the idea that women, too, merited autonomy or individuality. 

Women’s achievement of a sense of individualism, in short, was com¬ 
plex in its development. It cannot be attributed merely to economic condi¬ 
tions in the New World nor only to the impact of ideas, though all played 
their parts. Moreover, the process has to be seen as dialectical, an interact¬ 
ing of forces and interests. It would be incomplete to explain the growth 
of individualism among women as simply the result of women’s assertion 
of self-interest. The interaction between men and women needs to be rec¬ 
ognized as well. It was, after all, in the interests of men to make their 
wives—the mothers of their children, as well as their helpmates in the 
family—content or reasonably satisfied, and thus to respond to their inter¬ 
ests. At the same time, women found it possible to assert their self-interest 
in circumstances in America that were more favorable to that assertion 
than those in Europe. 

Few, if any, men or women envisioned at the outset, or even along the 
way, the full implications of individualism or a consciousness of self for 
women. The gains were usually small, the implications remote, and the in¬ 
tentions limited. Furthermore, with each advancement of the idea there 
were those of both sexes who warned that the integrity of the family, or 
society, or perhaps civilization itself was put at risk by the idea that 
women were individuals, with interests that might be different from men’s 
or the family’s. And although in every case in the past these prophecies of 
disaster have proved false, neither the prophecies nor the fears that gener¬ 
ate them have died Out. For the family and woman’s relationship to it are 
still undergoing change. No social changes seem so threatening as those 
that take place within the family because the family has been for so long 
the ultimate sanctuary of men and women. We will return to this large and 
complicated question of the future of the family in historical perspective in 
the last chapter when we will be in a better position to take it on. Now we 
return to the question of family limitation, the issue which caused the rec¬ 
ognition that women’s growing awareness of their self-interest was at the 
root of the decline in births during the 19th century. 
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knew childbirth could be controlled “with what pleasure they could yield 
themselves in the sexual embrace, if they could only feel that they were no 
longer the mere victims of fatality.” Too many wives, he continued extrav¬ 
agantly, “generally regard marriage as a curse to their sex, and feel that 
their existence is sacrificed to gratify a passion in the other sex; while their 
only reward is a burden of cares, crushing them down to an early grave!” 
And Charles Knowlton, one of the earliest writers on contraception, in the 
1830s gave as one of the advantages of his method of contraception that 
“it is in the hands of the female.” In short, the fall in the birth rate during 
the 19th century needs to be viewed as important a measure of women’s 
improving status as the proportion or number of women who worked out¬ 
side the home.^^ 

Limiting the size of the family was not only advantageous to women, it 
was also probably advantageous to American society at large. We now 
know that the nuclear family antedated the onset of industrialization, even 
in England, and thus was not its product. But a close-knit family, held 
together by ties of affection, is quite advantageous in a complex, mobile, 
and often personally threatening industrial society. Indeed, there is reason 
to believe that the refuge of the affective or companionate family may well 
have made early industrialization endurable for many individuals. In the 
face of the alienation, impersonality, and atomistic individualism of 
modern industrial society, the family was indeed a welcome refuge. It 
is therefore quite plausible that the modern family may have been a pre¬ 
requisite for the advance of industrialism even as it was further shaped 
by those economic changes. In that way, the evolution of the modern 
American family in the course of the first decades of the 19th century had 
social and economic consequences stretching far beyond the realm of the 
home. It helped to create the economic and social structure of an in¬ 
dustrial America.^”* 

The steady decline in fertility through the 19th century certainly would 
lead one to conclude that some kind of birth control was being exercised, 
but the public expressions on the subject lead to precisely the opposite 
conclusion. For throughout the century the idea of interfering in any way 
with the natural results of sexual intercourse was vehemently and persis¬ 
tently attacked. Medical doctors, for example, blamed all sorts of illnesses 
on attempts to prevent conception. One physician cited no fewer than 128 
cases he had investigated of sterility, disease, and assorted aches and pains 
in which he found what he called “sexual Frauds” at the bottom. 
Dr. Augustus Gardner, one of the most respected physicians writing for a 







popular audience in the 1870s, flatly informed his readers that all 
methods employed to prevent pregnancy are physically injurious.” When 
no specific physical disabilities could be attached to the attempts to 
counter conception, doctors easily slid into quasi-moral reasons, such as 
Dr. George Beard’s warning that “these devices encourage excess in the 
act; indulgence is more frequent because more safe. ’ 

With no reliable medical evidence for believing that mechanical or 
chemical contraception harmed anyone physically, it is not surprising that 
the principal objections were moral or ideological. Dven when the ostensi¬ 
ble objection was ineffectiveness, the moral objection showed through. 
Thus John Kellogg in 1881 denounced “the thin rubber or goldbeater’s 
skin” as a snare, quoting the old adage that the condom was “a breast¬ 
plate against pleasure and a cobweb against danger.” Then, significantly, 
he ended by saying that such methods only reminded one of the brothel 
and licentiousness anyway. Earlier he had frankly called contraception 
“conjugal onanism.” Catharine Beecher, the educator, denounced, among 
other evils, “the worldliness which tempts men and women to avoid large 
families often by sinful means. . . .” One doctor denounced men for 
“calculating” the dollar cost of children, before and after marriage, and 
criticized wives for calculating “the trouble and pains of gestation and 
nursing . . . the temporary privation of social and fashionable enjoyment 
. . .” and, thus, for concluding “children are a nuisance.” Such denuncia¬ 
tions occurred even more frequently at the end of the century than at the 
opening. An editorial in the New York Medical Journal in 1883 even went 
so far as to say that the time would come when not only the life of the 
fetus would be viewed as sacred, but any attempt to prevent the creation 
of life—that is, contraception—would be treated as a crime. In 1899, 
Dr. James Foster Scott stigmatized contraception as “a curse to the good 
health and the morals of both parties.” He advised his readers that there 
is no harmless way in which to prevent conception.” The hostility to birth 
control is also measured in the fact that in 1876 Dr. Edward Blip Foote 
was indicted and convicted for sending birth-control information through 
the mails, an action that caused the very large fine for the time of $3000 to 
be levied against him. He also was required to pay additional costs of 
$5000. And as late as 1916, G. Stanley Hall, the noted psychologist of 
Clark University, privately turned down the request of the Massachusetts 
Birth Control League that he allow his name to be associated with its 
cause. In his letter. Hall gave his reason for the declination: “I have borne 
my share of odium sexicum for almost a generation of men. ... I have 





done my bit in this movement and now I am retiring and am going to have 
a rest from this trouble for the remainder of my life.”’^ 

Perhaps the most telling example of the hostility toward contraception 
in 19th-century America was the opposition from the advocates of woman 
suffrage and from the advocates of free love. Ezra Heywood, the sexual 
radical, and Tennessee Claflin, the radical feminist and sister of Victoria 
Woodhull, both excoriated contraception—as well as abortion—as sinful 
and harmful. Indeed, historian Linda Gordon, in her social history of birth 
control, frankly admits the need to explain the opposition of women’s 
groups to contraception since fertility control was clearly in women’s in¬ 
terest. 

Gordon tried her hand at an explanation, but it is not convincing. She 
argued that, in a day when marriage was the primary basis of women’s 
livelihood, the principal way a woman attracted a man into matrimony 
was to maintain the connection between sexuality and reproduction, a 
connection that contraception would sever. If the connection were bro¬ 
ken, Gordon argued, men might not marry as frequently and thereby leave 
many women without a means of support. 

The difficulties with the explanation are several. For one thing, there is 
no direct evidence that any woman actually considered publicly or pri¬ 
vately such a reason for opposing birth control. In fact the argument is so 
demeaning to a woman that none would think of verbalizing it, and so it 
probably could have worked only on a subconscious level, if it operated at 
all. Even if feminists were moved by such thoughts of using children as a 
way of maintaining a dependent relationship between a woman and a 
man, the advocates of free love certainly would not have accepted it, yet 
they, too, vehemently opposed contraception. The whole purpose of radi¬ 
cal reformers of marriage, after all, was to see that the relationship be¬ 
tween a man and a woman be free, not established and then sustained by 
deliberately maintaining the connection between sexuality and reproduc¬ 
tion. For that would indeed have been a coercive relationship. Finally; the 
weakness of Gordon’s case is particularly exposed by the widespread prac¬ 
tice of birth control, despite the refusal of feminists or other women in 
public life to espouse it. Large numbers of ordinary women, in sum, did 
not see any significant advantage in keeping the connection between repro¬ 
duction and sexuality, whatever Gordon and other feminists may have 
thought. Indeed, if any body of historical evidence can call into serious 
question the often heard argument that people’s actions are shaped largely 
by what they have been told in the press and by popular opinion, the wide- 
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spread practice of birth control as measured by the steady fall in fertility 
throughout the 19th century is certainly a prime candidate for the job. 

From our vantage point today it would seem that t;he principal reasons 
why feminists and free lovers opposed contraception were the same as 
those that caused most Americans, at least in public, to do so. The reasons 
were primarily ideological and moral, and they fall into two large cat¬ 
egories. One was a fear that if people practiced contraception they might 
overindulge in sex, a practice that seemed fraught with unknown conse¬ 
quences. The sexual urge might get out of control. Even an advanced 
feminist like Charlotte Perkins Gilman had doubts about contraception in 
the 20th century because she thought it would lead to overindulgence. The 
second category of argument against contraception was that it represented 
an interference with nature’s as well as God’s intentions. According to this 
line of thought, sexuality presumably had been tied to reproduction for a 
purpose; to sever that connection was to oppose the natural and religious 
order as people of the 19th century perceived it. One measure of the pres¬ 
ence of such fears and anxieties was the passage of a law in 1873 that 
excluded from the United States mails all information on birth control. 
The law was the brainchild of Anthony Comstock, who also obtained 
from a complaisant Congress the personal authority to enforce it. Thereaf¬ 
ter information on birth control was legally classified as “obscene.” 

Hostile as the law and general opinion certainly were toward contracep¬ 
tion, there always was, even after the passage of Comstock’s law in 1873, 
a strong and growing body of opinion that publicly supported the idea of 
limiting family size, not to mention the untold hundreds of thousands who 
practiced it in private. In the public defenses are to be found some of the 
reasons why Americans sought to reduce the size of their families during 
the 19th century. One early writer in 1839, for example, denied that con¬ 
traception was against the will of God, as opponents frequently contended, 
for men had been given reason in order to understand nature and to use 
that knowledge for their own ends. Animals, another writer pointed out, 
did not have reason, and their sexuality was confined by nature to limited 
periods. Since women’s was not, he logically concluded, God must have in¬ 
tended human beings to make their own choice of when to indulge in in¬ 
tercourse; hence there was nothing wrong in trying to space children. One 
imaginative writer justified birth control by reference to the French, who 
everyone in the English-speaking world thought of as especially given to 
controlling their fertility. The writer pointed out that, if a people as refined 
as the French resorted to suph practices, birth control could hardly be the 


immoral or coarse procedure that its opponents asserted!^’ Even the staid 
Nation magazine in June 1869 praised the French for the small size of 
their families, assuring its readers that whatever else they may have heard 
about the French practice of population control, the weakening of the 
reproductive powers of the French people was not one of them. 

More significant than mere counterings of opposition arguments were 
those defenses of birth control that offered positive reasons why family 
limitation was important. Prominent among the reasons was the assertion 
that it would improve the lot of the poor, that it would help them become 
socially mobile, in effect. “In how many instances does the hard-working 
father, and more especially the mother, of a poor family, remain slaves 
throughout their lives, tugging at the oar of incessant labor, toiling to live, 
and living but to toil, when if their offspring had been limited to two or 
three only, they might have enjoyed comfort and comparative affluence!” 
wrote Robert Dale Owen, son of the British industrialist and reformer, as 
quoted in A. M. Mauriceau’s widely circulated Married Roman's Private 
Medical Companion in 1847. Mauriceau quoted at length from Owen’s 
book, giving it much wider exposure than the philosopher’s ideas would 
have gained on their own. Mauriceau himself was the husband of New 
York’s most notorious woman abortionist, and one of the few men to 
espouse contraception without reservations. By way of Mauriceau’s pages 
Owen also advanced the argument that the use of birth control would en¬ 
courage young people to marry for love rather than think about material 
things such as whether the husband could earn enough money to support a 
steadily growing family. Mauriceau himself pointed out that though it was 
possible for a young married couple to live together as brother and sister 
“as the Shakers do . . . this [remedy] . , . would chill and embitter do¬ 
mestic life, even it if were practicable.” 

Few medical advisers were as forthright in support of birth control as 
Mauriceau and Owen, but even Dr. Augustus Gardner, who usually 
scorned birth control, on occasion had to admit that it was essential that 
physicians provide their patients with information on the subject. In trying 
to convince his readers that coitus interruptus or withdrawal was danger¬ 
ous, he told of three husbands he had treated for a general debility stem¬ 
ming from their use of this method of birth control. Two of them already had 
large families, Gardner noted. Under the circumstances Gardner felt that 
he needed to do more than make his usual recommendation of continence. 
He told the two husbands about that period in their wives’ fertility cycles 














when women were least likely to conceive and recommended they confine 
their marital acts to that span of days.^® 

For our purposes a significant argument made in behalf of birth cpntrol 
was that children would benefit from its practice. At a time when children 
were being valued as never before, this impulse toward family limitation 
was important as a cause. For as child-rearing became an important task, 
the number of children would have to be reduced if parents, particularly 
mothers, were to give the proper attention to each child. As the number of 
children was reduced, for whatever reason, the standard of care and atten¬ 
tion could rise, thus enhancing the idea that children were indeed at the 
center of the family. 

These assumptions underlay the writings of many contemporaries. 
Dr. George Napheys, one of the most prominent of m id-19th-century pop¬ 
ular medical writers, for example, denied the often heard allegation that 
the desire to limit offspring arose from “an inordinate desire of in¬ 
dulgence.” Those who advance such charges, Napheys contended, “do not 
know the human heart, and . . . they do it discredit. More frequently the 
wish springs from a love of children. The parents seek to avoid having 
more than they can properly nourish and educate. They do not wish to 
leave their sons and daughters in want.” In the pages of Mauriceau’s mar¬ 
riage guide, Robert Dale Owen insisted that it was “clearly, incontroverti- 
bly desirable, that parents should have the power to limit their offspring,” 
even if they choose not to exercise it. “Who can lose by their having this 
power?” he asked, “and how many may gain competency for themselves, 
and the opportunity carefully to educate and provide for their children!”'^ 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton made a similar case in a public speech in New 
York City in 1870, for, though she, like most feminists, opposed con¬ 
traception, she strongly believed in “voluntary motherhood,” a movement 
we shall look at more closely in a moment. “There is a good deal said, 
rather deploringly, today, about the small families of Americans,” she 
began. “When people begin to weigh the momentous consequences of 
bringing badly organized children into the world there will be fewer still.” 
After all, she continued, merely to reproduce is but an animal function, 
“but when a mother can give the world, one noble, healthy happy man or 
woman, a perpetual blessing in the church and the state, she will do a bet¬ 
ter work for humanity than in adding numbers alone, but with little regard 

for quality.” 20 

Not a few writers who defended limiting births also pointed out the 


benefits that accrued to women. Frederick Hollick, whose Marriage Guide 
published in 1850 was one of several popular medical advice books he 
wrote, emphasized the value of birth control for women’s health. Certainly 
it was preferable to abortion, he argued, to which many women were 
driven in their desire to avoid another child. Some women, he wrote, 
“rather than have more children . . . even said that they would die first. 
In such cases, therefore,” he continued, “there is simply a choice between 
the two practices of abortion and prevention, and I am confident there are 
thousands who feel in this way.” About the same time J. Soule told his 
readers of Science of Reproduction and Reproductive Control that “no 
woman shall hereafter be compelled to bear children against her wishes. 
God knows it is bad enough for a woman to bear children when she con¬ 
sents to it, without being compelled, time after time, to bear them when 
she does not want them. . . . Woman is the better portion of the human 
race,” he went on, echoing the moral precepts of separate spheres, “why 
should we desire to retain her in suffering.^” Then he spelled out what 
birth control meant to woman: it put her “in a freer, a happier, and more 
independent position.” 

Dr. George Napheys also recognized that control over fertility was es¬ 
sential for women’s independence. Religion might tell woman, he wrote in 
1871, that “it is her duty to bear all the children she can.” And some peas¬ 
ant women and perhaps even early American women followed this pre¬ 
cept, he conceded, but the modern American wife was constituted dif¬ 
ferently. “ ‘If a woman has a right to decide on any question,’ said a genial 
physician in the Massachusetts Medical Society a few years since,” Na¬ 
pheys recalled, “ ‘it certainly is as to how many children she shall bear.’ ” 
Then he went on to quote the editors of a medical journal who said that 
“ ‘Certainly . . . wives have a right to demand of their husbands at least 
the same consideration which a breeder extends to his stock.’ ” There can 
be no doubt, Napheys continued, that for the woman’s sake childbearing 
must be limited. “There is no lack of authorities, medical and non-medical 
on this point.” Few persons deny that there is such “a thing as too large a 
family, that there does come a time when a mother can rightfully demand 
rest from her labors in the interest of herself, her children, and society.” 22 

An open defense of birth control was only the most direct sign of a 
widespread interest in limiting family size. Contemporaneous with it was 
another body of literature that did not quite advocate contraception, yet 
nonetheless contended forcefully that women had a right to control their 
own fertility. The method was to appeal to husbands to exercise sexual re- 
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straint. Henry Clarke Wright, the abolitionist, was also a leader in what 
Linda Gordon has aptly called the Voluntary Motherhood movement. In 
his several books on the subject Wright never advocated contraception, 
but he always argued for a woman’s right to limit her children and to 
avoid having “unwanted children.” At one place in an 1858 book he 
quoted from a female correspondent who told him of her daughter whose 
excessive childbearing had made her detest sexual relations. The daughter, 
she informed Wright, “thinks it a great misfortune that husbands cannot 
gratify their sensualism without imposing on their wives the necessity of 
abortion, or of giving birth to children they do not want, and she lives in 
constant fear of losing the affection of her husband, if she does not quietly 
yield to his passion.” Apparently what this mother and Henry Wright 
wanted was for husbands to reduce the frequency of intercourse and to 
regulate their sexual relations according to the so-called safe period of 
women’s ovulation. Actually, long before Wright popularized the issue, 
Robert Dale Owen had asserted that “no man ought even to desire that a 
woman become a mother of his children, unless it was her express wish, 
and unless he knew it to be for her welfare that she should. Her feelings, 
her interests should be for him in this matter, an imperative 

Although most feminist leaders and the feminist movement as a whole in 
the 19th century never supported contraception, many women, soitne of 
whom were feminists, did support the idea of limiting family size, as we 
have seen Elizabeth Cady Stanton did. In this context it is useful to draw 
the distinction advanced by Linda Gordon between contraception and 
birth control—a distinction employed in these pages up to now, as well. 
Contraception means the use of some method to prevent conception that 
goes beyond abstention from intercourse. Thus withdrawal or coitus inter- 
ruptus and the condom would, under this definition, be forms of con¬ 
traception, as well as other, more modern methods that do not require any 
interference in the sexual act. On the other hand, abstention from inter¬ 
course for lengthy periods, prolongation of nursing, delayed time of mar¬ 
riage, and the use of the safe period would be methods of birth control 
that were not means of contraception. Abortion, although certainly a 
means of controlling births, is, therefore, not a form of contraception. 

Socially and perhaps even psychologically speaking, if contraception was 
to be used, then an argument in favor of birth control was a necessary 
precondition. That is why arguments in support of voluntary motherhood, 
even though they failed to specify any means by which births could be lim¬ 
ited, fostered the acceptance in time of true contraception. For once 




women and men were convinced that a smaller number of children was 
desirable, for whatever re?son, then they would be more likely to be recep¬ 
tive to new means of limiting families. 

Even before the Civil War the argument that women had an inherent 
right to control the number of their offspring was being advanced. After 
1865 many women took up the argument publicly, though usually without 
specifying how those limits were to be achieved. Pauline Davis Wright, a 
feminist leader, in 1871 denounced law and custom for making “obliga¬ 
tory the rendering of marital rights and compulsory maternity.” Another 
feminist, Isabella Hooker, half-sister of Harriet Beecher Stowe, told her 
daughter at the time of her marriage in 1869 that she ought to avoid preg¬ 
nancy until “you are prepared in body and soul to receive and^cherish the 
little one.” At about the same time, Victoria Woodhull, radical feminist 
and advocate of free love, was creating a sensation in New York City and 
around the country lecturing on the subject of a woman’s right to deter¬ 
mine when she should have a child. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, during her 
speaking tours in behalf of the suffrage in the Middle West between 1869 
and 1873, frequently held meetings at which only women were permitted. 
At these meetings she spoke about the desirability for women to limit the 
size of their families. “What radical thought I then and there put into their 
heads,” she wrote privately. And, she exulted, since no men were present, 
“these thoughts are permanently lodged there 

No woman in the years after the Civil War was more outspoken on the 
subject of a woman’s right to her own body than Eliza B. Duffey. Her 
book The Relation of the Sexes was first published in 1876 and was still 
being issued as late as 1889. The central purpose of the book was to con¬ 
vince women that they had no obligation to have children. To those who 
said childbearing was God’s purpose for women, she responded by turning 
the usual interpretation of women’s biology on its head. Since woman, 
unlike the lower animals, could become pregnant at any time, God must 
have intended that she should have a choice in the matter. Whether a 
woman avoided pregnancy for a month, a year, or a lifetime, Duffey con¬ 
cluded, she “is equally free from blame and simply taking advantage of the 
law which nature and nature’s God have enacted in her behalf, with pre¬ 
cisely such a contingency in view.” Besides, she said, “avoiding mother¬ 
hood by legitimate means is evidently not a sin, for no punishment goes 
with it.” 25 

Duffey was never clear about how women were to limit their offspring, 
though she probably intended them to use either the so-called safe period 



or restraint on the part of husbands. She certainly thought masculine re¬ 
straint was called for. “God has not put woman so seemingly at the mercy 
of men in sexual matters,” she insisted, “that man may feel himself jus¬ 
tified in giving full play to his animal instincts and compelling her to suffer 
the consequences.” At times she was quite bitter against men for their in¬ 
dulgence and their unconcern for the effects of that indulgence on women. 
“There is not one man in fifty,” she fumed, “who thinks, or cares, or who 
in his own heart pretends to think, or care, about offspring.” When men 
“talk about the end and aim of marriage being the sexual union, we may 
possibly believe you are speaking the truth, as regards yourselves; but 
when you talk about its being your duty to procreate children! Why don’t 
you stop playing the hypocrite and say in plain English ‘men find the grati¬ 
fication of sexual passion very pleasant.’ ” Yet, it will be recalled, Duffey 
was not hostile to sexual expression; in fact she extolled it—in modera¬ 
tion.^^ 

Like Henry Wright before her, Duffey stressed the effects upon children 
as well as upon women of unwanted offspring. “An unwilling motherhood 
is a terrible, a cruel, and unjust thing,” she told her readers. “This en¬ 
forced motherhood is the crudest wrong which women sustain at the 
hands of men. It embitters their lives and turns into a curse that which 
should have been a blessing.” To those who complained that some women 
did not want children and therefore needed to be encouraged by public 
opinion to have them, Duffey’s scorn was unrelieved. “Then don’t let them 
have any,” she snapped. “Their very lack of desire proves their unfitness. 
Children, in the hands of such mothers, will only go out into the world to 
swell the sum of human wretchedness.” And to those Pollyannas who 
blithely said that the Lord would provide for those couples who have more 
children than they can support, she had a direct and brief retort: “That is 
all cant. We see constantly that the Lord does not provide for those chil¬ 
dren whom the parents have not taken the precaution to look after.” 

Alice B. Stockham’s Tokology, which came out in several editions in the 
1880s, also assured women of their right to control their fertility. “Fewer 
and better children are desired by right-minded parents,” Stockham told 
her readers. She condemned roundly what she called “chance parent¬ 
hood. Stockham did not approve of certain kinds of contraceptive tech¬ 
niques like coitus interruptus and the condom. But neither did she leave 
her readers with a negative conception of sexuality or with no means of 
birth control except abstinence. She recommended the safe period, and 
what she called karezza. The last was really coitus reservatus, which John 



Humphrey Noyes had perfected and instituted at his Oneida Community 
before the Civil War. The community was still functioning in 1880. 
Karezza was sexual intercourse without ejaculation by the male. Its de¬ 
mands upon male control were even greater, in short, than coitus interrup- 
tus, though it was free from the objection of an interrupted climax. On the 
basis of this evidence there seems little reason to doubt that at least by the 
middle of the 19th century women’s direct interest in limiting the size of 
their families was recognized by many people of both sexes. Not all of 
them, to be sure, were in agreement as to how that reduction in family size 
was to be accomplished. 

Those who did not like the idea of smaller families or birth control 
usually placed the responsibility for such practices upon women. Elizabeth 
Evans, for example, though she was assuredly a friend of women, never¬ 
theless blamed women for what she called the “encouragement to license, 
particularly with reference to the conduct of life in love, marriage and par¬ 
entage.” She attributed the trend to the “emancipation of women” over 
the previous twenty years. “Women who have married unwisely in their 
early girlhood now seek to throw off the yoke and save a portion of their 
lives from the wreck of their fancied happiness,” she contended. Other 
women who think of themselves as “companions of their husbands in in¬ 
tellectual pursuits or political cares, marry with a determination to avoid 
the hindrances of maternity” and still other women “who have already 
borne children are tired of the grave responsibilities and petty annoyances 
which these occasion, and are resolved to prevent any further increase of 
their families.” G. Stanley Hall, the noted psychologist, considerably less 
understanding of women’s situation than Elizabeth Evans, nonetheless also 
blamed the weakness or self-indulgence of women for their wish to curtail 
their fertility. “Many women are so exhausted before marriage,” he wrote 
in 1904, “that after bearing one or two children they become wrecks, and 
while there is perhaps a growing dread of parturition or of the bother of 
children, many of the best women feel that they have not stamina enough 
and are embarrassed to know what to do with their leisure.” As far as Hall 
was concerned, men did not share this disinclination toward children. 
“Perhaps there will have to be a ‘new rape of the Sabines,’ ” he suggested 
only half jokingly, “and if women do not improve, men will have recourse 
to emigrant wives, or healthy girls with stamina will have an advantage 
equal to that of pretty girls now.” 

Women’s role in curtailing fertility is indirectly documented in some sta¬ 
tistics on education and birth rates. One scholar who studied illiteracy in 


the 1840s and 1850s found that it was highly correlated with high birth 
rates; literate women on the average had fewer children than illiterate 
women. A study of three Massachusetts cities in 1880 reported a similar 
correlation between literacy and reduction in fertility. The number of chil¬ 
dren (four years old or younger) per 1000 literate women was 601 as 
against 938 for illiterate women. When the fertility of foreign-born women 
alone was studied, literacy still turned out to be significant, even when the 
women were divided according to the occupation of the husband. Thus lit¬ 
erate women married to men in low-level occupations had lower fertility 
than illiterate women in that class. 

Women’s part in reducing fertility was demonstrated in more detail in a 
study of midwestern families in the middle of the 19th century. Not sur¬ 
prisingly, the study showed that as the educational level of the parents 
rose, fertility fell. What was not so expected, however, was the further 
finding that increased education for women reduced fertility more than a 
comparable increase in educational achievement by men did. For example, 
men who did not go beyond elementary school averaged 5.65 offspring, 
while women of that level averaged 5.85 offspring. But when the amount 
of education reached the level of high school, the relative positions of the 
two sexes in regard to number of children reversed themselves. The 
average number of children for males with a high school education was 
5.02 but was only 4.57 for females of that level of education. Thus it 
would seem that wives who had attended high schoo) were acting indepen¬ 
dently of their husbands in pressing for control over fertility. A similar dif¬ 
ference between the fertility of the sexes in discernible in another study in 
which the subjects were the 19th-century parents of students at the Univer¬ 
sity of California.^® 

Occasionally, more specific individual examples of women’s direct in¬ 
terest in controlling fertility appear in personal documents. Benedict Ar¬ 
nold’s wife, at the end of the 18th century, made quite clear in writing to 
her married sister that both Shippen women thought of birth control as 
naturally a woman’s interest and responsibility, “It gives me great pleasure 
to hear of your prudent resolution of not increasing your family,” 
Margaret Shippen Arnold wrote; “as I can never do better than to follow 
your example, I have determined upon the same plan; and when our Sis¬ 
ters have had five or six, we will likewise recommend it to them.” Unfortu¬ 
nately for us, the method in which they seemed to have so much faith was 
not revealed! Then there is the instance of the Cormany family of Pennsyl¬ 
vania, in which the wife clearly exercised control over her fertility even 




though her husband wanted a son. They had one daughter, born in 1862, 
but though Samuel Cormany had been home for several leaves while in the 
army no other pregnancies had resulted. In 1865, while still in the army, 
Cormany wrote in his diary that he had received “a very good letter from 
Pet this A.M. Oh! how happy I am to learn that Darling has so materially 
changed her mind on that one great subject of having a Boy—some sweet 
day, not too far away. Thank the Lord. Finished a letter of 12 pages to my 
darling.” And once Cormany returned home the couple did have a second 
child, but no more thereafter.Apparently in that family the wife deter¬ 
mined whether or not the couple would have additional children. And, 
though the diary does not inform us of the method, they must also have 
had a very reliable way of controlling fertility. 

To recognize the central role of women in bringing about the reduction 
in fertility does not require that one must also deny any role to men. Hus¬ 
bands often had economic and other reasons for wanting to restrict the 
size of their families. In fact, that coincidence of interests helps to account 
for the remarkable success 19th-century families had in cutting down on 
the number of children. But generally one may assume, and certainly the 
writings of the time support the view, a woman’s interest was greater than 
a man’s simply because fertility was more immediate to her. A wife had all 
the economic reasons that a husband did, and in addition she bore and 
raised the children. Moreover, it should not be forgotten that in the rural 
areas of the United States, where the birth rate was also falling throughout 
the 19th century, the usual economic reasons men might have had for cut¬ 
ting back on children would not be so strong as they would be in urban 
areas. Conventionally it has been argued that farmers had a need for 
children, which urban families did not. 

When one recognizes the special interest of women in limiting family 
size, a further insight into the evolution of the modern family suggests it¬ 
self. Present-day sociological studies point out that the successful practice 
of contraception requires a close and communicative relationship between 
husband and wife. This conclusion emerged from Lee Rainwater’s socio¬ 
logical study of contraception and family planning among present-day 
working-class men and women. And the Poor Get Children. He found that 
efforts at contraception failed most often because husband and wife could 
not agree upon method, timing, or intention. On the other hand, vvhen a 
couple’s relationship was cooperative and sympathetic, family limitation 
was achieved even without contraceptives, as among some Roman Catho¬ 
lic families he studied. In short, successful contraceptive practices implied 
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a closeness and mutual influence between husband and wife, especially 
when they took place in a social atmosphere like that of the 19th century 
in which birth control was publicly discouraged and even denounced. 
Therefore, since the fall in fertility during that century was primarily the 
result of deliberate effort on the part of the couples, that decline becomes a 
concrete measure of the closeness of intra-familial relations as well as a 
sign of women’s increasing autonomy within the family. For without such 
cooperation, mutuality, and female assertiveness, the unreliable and imper¬ 
fect methods of the time could not have brought about the steep drop in 
fertility. Thus the decline reinforces the view of the 19th-century family 
which was delineated in chapters I and II on the basis of individual and 
personal family records. 

When we turn from the reasons for fertility control to the means used to 
achieve it, the conclusion that the decline in births depended upon the 
closeness of intra-familial relationships becomes even stronger. The ways 
in which births were limited in the 19th century are the subject of the next 
two chapters. 




IX 

Limiting Fertility 


Historical demographers are still not in agreement on how 19th-century 
Americans managed to reduce the size of their families. There is little 
doubt, however, that throughout human history efforts at limiting fertility 
have been virtually constant and widespread. Often these efforts may have 
involved no more than postponing marriage long after the onset of fertility 
in women. Since most women are fertile no more than thirty years on the 
average, the later in a woman’s life sexual intercourse occurs the fewer op¬ 
portunities there are for children to result. Thus, according to the defini¬ 
tion of birth control set forth in the last chapter, such a delay in marriage 
would be designated a form of birth control, though not a use of con¬ 
traception. Contraception is here defined as a deliberate interference with 
the process of conception. 

Just as the efforts at birth control go back a long time in history, so the 
use of contraceptives can be traced back to antiquity. The Romans, for ex¬ 
ample, used a number of substances in the vagina during intercourse to im¬ 
pede the uniting of sperm and egg, though at the time, of course, no one 
knew the function of the occlusive substance. In fact, the actual medical 
demonstration of the existence of the egg in the human female was not 
achieved until 1827, though virtually all societies and cultures—no matter 
how primitive—recognized a connection between the injection of the 
semen of the male into a woman’s vagina and the subsequent birth of a 
child. Even the modern condom was known in antiquity, expensive though 
it was, being made out of an animal’s bladder—a circumstance that also 
made it less desirable because it dulled sensation for the male. Presumably, 
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knowledge of contraceptive techniques, which passed principally by word 
of mouth, was not lost entirely during the Middle Ages. Modern historical 
demographers, however, have generally concluded that the principal 
method used in Europe in the 15th and 16th centuries was coitus interrup- 
tus. One of the most learned of the modern French students of population 
decline in his country from the 18th to the end of the 19th century has 
flatly concluded that the method used “is not a difficult question to 
answer— coitus interruptus/' And an English historical demographer rein¬ 
forces this judgment by noting that as late as the early 20th century the 
great majority of English women still did not use appliances for controlling 
their fertility. Only 16 per cent of couples who had married before 1910 
used diaphragms or condoms, the remainder, presumably, relying upon ei¬ 
ther coitus interruptus or abortion.’ 

American students of the subject have generally echoed this judgment, 
even though direct, documentary evidence of the practice of withdrawal 
has been extremely rare. Sarah Pomeroy, in her study of women in antiq¬ 
uity which reports on several methods of contraception known to, or used 
by the ancients, looked for evidence that coitus interruptus was practiced, 
but found not a single instance. Page Smith has reported only one ex¬ 
ample, from the judicial records of colonial Massachusetts. The man ad¬ 
mitted to practicing the method in such familiar terminology, however, as 
to suggest the method was well known. In an effort to establish that he 
was not responsible for fathering an illegitimate child, the paternity of 
whom he was charged with, the man admitted in court that he had indeed 
had intercourse with the mother, but that “I minded my pullbacks.” A 
rare 19th-century example has been kindly supplied to me by another his¬ 
torian, Carol Kammen, from the papers of an upstate New York farm 
couple. Though the language is characteristically reserved, its import is 
clear. In 1849 Calista Hall wrote to her husband Pliny in a letter, which 
she asked him to burn, that “The old maid came at the appointed time,” a 
reference to the beginning of her menstrual flow. “1 do think you are a 
very careful man,” she added, complimenting him for his skill at avoiding 
a pregnancy once again. “You must take Mr. Stewart out one side and 
learn him,” she suggested, referring to a neighbor whose wife had too 
many children.^ 

Those modern historians who believe that coitus interruptus was com¬ 
monly practiced in 19th-century America justify their belief from the fact 
that so many of the marital and medical advice books of the time den¬ 
ounced it. Moreover, many of those who deplored it often testified at the 


same time to its popularity as a method. “It is now notorious that in a 
large proportion of the cases of illegitimate intercourse, and, indeed, of 
conjugal intercourse,” wrote Dr. Horatio R. Storer in 1865, “the comple¬ 
tion of the act within the body of the woman is purposely withheld.” It so 
happened that Storer generally opposed contraception, but even those who 
were positive in their attitudes toward contraception also deplored with¬ 
drawal. H, Arthur Allbutt, in The Wife's Handbook which was published 
in London in 1886 specifically for wives of workingmen, recommended 
both the condom and the pessary, but discouraged coitus interruptus on 
the ground that it was harmful to the nervous system of both sexes, a 
point made by Storer and others as well. Margaret Sanger, the 20th- 
century birth-control advocate, was especially hostile to withdrawal because 
of its “evil effect upon the woman’s nervous condition.” And it should be 
remembered that Sanger was both an advocate of birth control in general 
and the pleasures of sexual expression. ^ 

As the great majority of advice books in the 19th century made clear, 
coitus interruptus was disadvantageous for both sexes. It surely required a 
great amount of control by the male and probably resulted in unsatisfac¬ 
tory orgasms for both males and females. Yet there is no question that it 
was the easiest method for a couple to use simply because it required no 
special knowledge or equipment. It probably did not even require much 
instruction, for it was capable of being “discovered” by a couple on their 
own. One of the few, if not the only manual published in America to rec¬ 
ommend withdrawal, gave a brief description of how to minimize the in¬ 
convenience involved. The male was to hold a napkin “during the nuptial 
act,” the book advised. “If you do it at the proper moment, no pleasure is 
lost to either party; and habit will soon make you expert in this respect,” 
the author assured his male readers. “This is the most certain mode of 
preventing conception that can be adopted,” he concluded. 

Modern surveys of sexual habits indicate that withdrawal has been used 
well into the 20th century by large numbers of couples, both in Europe 
and the United States. The French have long been thought to rely upon the 
method for their low birth rate. A study of a small farming community in 
southwestern Tennessee in 1930 found that 87 per cent of the 94 white 
families there from whom the local doctor could obtain information on 
birth control used withdrawal. Only 13 per cent used a contraceptive 
device, (In that particularly isolated community, even at that recent date, 
barely a majority of the families knew of any way of limiting births, ac¬ 
cording to the local doctor.) When the Royal Commission on Population 



in Great Britain in 1949 studied the effectiveness of various family plan¬ 
ning methods it reported that coitus interruptus was only slightly less ef¬ 
fective than the diaphragm. Those couples using diaphragms averaged 2.6 
children, while those using withdrawal averaged 2.7.^ 

The method of birth control most widely advocated in the 19th century, 
even by those who had doubts about contraception in general, was the so- 
called safe period. This was the period in a woman’s ovulant cycle when 
she was immune to impregnation because the egg had not yet left the 
ovary and would not be available for fertilization within the two- or three- 
day life of the sperm once it had been deposited in the woman s body. 
Though it was known there was a period during which impregnation was 
highly unlikely, the precise time in the course of the ovulant cycle it oc¬ 
curred and its duration were not known. As a result, most lay and medical 
writers, regardless of whether they favored contraception or opposed it, 
could be quite wrong about the precise span of days when impregnation 
was least likely. Indeed, Dr. Henry Chevasse stigmatized as “absurd” the 
view that there was such a thing as a safe period. Then he went on to say 
that the likelihood of impregnation was greatest immediately before and 
immediately after the menstrual period! By implication, of course, he was 
telling his interested reader that the “safe period” was roughly the ten days 
midway between the ending of one period and the onset of the other. As 
we know today, that is precisely the period when women are most likely to 
conceive! No wonder he thought the idea of a safe period “absurd.”^ 

Even someone as informed on the physiology of women as Dr. J. 
Marion Sims, perhaps the leading gynecologist in the United States in the 
186()s and 1870s, was shaky in his knowledge of the timing of ovulation. 
He told his fellow doctors that as the result of his work with women who 
consulted him for infertility, he advised such women to have intercourse 
on the third, fifth, and seventh days after the menstrual flow had ceased 
and on the fifth and third days before it was expected to return. In sum, by 
implication, Sims believed with Chevasse that the safe period was roughly 
half way between the ending of one menses and the beginning of the next. 
He concluded, however, by adding what every physician has said since 
about the reliability of what today is called the “rhythm method”: “I have 
no doubt that conception may take place at any period whatever relative 
to the return of the menstruation.””^ 

A more popular medical adviser. Dr. Augustus Gardner, in 1870 made 
clear his own misconception of the ovulant cycle, menstruation, and con¬ 
ception, as well as expressing his firm belief in a safe period. He began by 



revealing his assumption, which was quite erroneous, that the menses were 
to be equated with estrus in animals. “Menstruation in woman indicates 
an aptitude for impregnation, and this condition remains for a period of 
six or eight days after the entire completion of the flow. During this time 
only,” he asserted boldly, but erroneously, “can most women conceive.” 
Gardner disapproved of mechanical or chemical contraceptives, but he had 
no objection to advising women on how to avoid pregnancy: “Allow 
twelve days for the onset of the menses to pass by and the probabilities of 
impregnation are very slight,” he assured his readers. “This act of conti¬ 
nence is healthy, moral, and irreproachable.” Quite self-consciously he ex¬ 
tolled the superiority of the safe period over all the other methods. With 
the safe period “there need be no imperfection in the conjugal act [a defect 
of withdrawal, of course], no fear, no shame, no disgust, no drawback to 
the joys which legitimately belong to a true married life.” Besides, he con¬ 
cluded moralistically, it will prevent excessive indulgence as well as limit¬ 
ing the number of children.® 

This misconception of the timing of the safe period persisted in the pop¬ 
ular advice literature right down to the end of the century. As late as 1881, 
in the twenty-eighth edition of his Sexual Physiology, R. T, Trail, for ex¬ 
ample, was still advocating it as the most effective method for limiting 
families, though how it could be working is hard to understand since he 
had the timing wrong. “ If intercourse is abstained from until ten or twelve 
days after the cessation of the menstrual flow,” he promised, “pregnancy 
will not occur.” He claimed that the method had “served thousands of 
married persons with very few failures, adding that he had first advocated 
the method fifteen years before. The few failures he conceded he attributed 
to diseased organs in women which slowed down the ovulant process. And 
in 1886 H. Arthur Allbutt advised women to wait eight days after the end¬ 
ing of the menses; if they did, the likelihood of pregnancy was only “about 
5 cases in every hundred.” As late as 1910 radical birth-control advocates 
were still describing the safe period as halfway between menstrual 
periods.^ 

A few medical men did hit upon the right timing. Dr. George Napheys, 
for example, advised refraining from intercourse from the tenth day after 
the cessation of the menstruation until five days before it was expected to 
recommence. One or two other writers on medical matters for the layman, 
like Frederick Hollick, also specified what today we recognize as the 
period of natural sterility in women. Given the many other advisers, in¬ 
cluding most physicians themselves, who misunderstood the character of 


the menstrual cycle—they generally saw it as comparable to estrus or 
“heat” in animals—it is not likely that the safe period could have been the 
principal way in which fertility was reduced. Insofar as it did reduce births 
it probably did so by reducing the frequency of intercourse, now recog¬ 
nized by demographers as having just that effect. The frequent references 
to and advocacy of it in the popular and professional medical writings of 
the late 19th century more than suggest that many couples must have 
known about and undoubtedly used it. A study of some 2600 upper-class 
women in 26 cities in the United States in 1940 revealed that even at that 
date 11 per cent used the safe period as compared with 14 per cent who 
used the condom for controlling fertility. 

Fundamentally, the safe period method is really only a special case of 
the more general method of reduced frequency or prolonged abstinence. 
Paul David and Warren Sanderson, two economic demographers, have 
recently shown, on the basis of some data on coital habits of married 
couples in the late 19th century, that if frequency of intercourse falls as 
low as three or four times a month, the effectiveness of the safe period 
method improves dramatically.^^ And modern data assure us that reduc¬ 
tion in frequency alone usually reduces fertility. From what we know of 
the Voluntary Motherhood and other marital advice literature of the 20th 
century, lowered frequency of intercourse was widely recommended. A 
habit of less frequent intercourse within marriage is also consistent with 
the upsurge in prostitution in the cities, just as it is consistent with what 
we have been calling the assertion of women’s autonomy within the fam¬ 
ily. Although reduction in frequency of intercourse cannot be considered a 
form of contraception, it probably was one of the most widely employed 
means of controlling fertility during the last century. 

A true method of contraception that was also widely used in the 19th 
century was a douche of the vagina immediately after intercourse. A 
douche, made with one of several recommended chemical solutions was 
first advocated by Charles Knowlton, a Massachusetts physician, in his 
Fruits of Philosophy, first published in 1832. Knowlton informed his 
readers about the condom, which subsequent writers also mentioned, but 
he did not recommend it, presumably because in Knowlton’s day vul¬ 
canized rubber was not yet known, and other substances were too thick, 
thereby deadening the man’s pleasure. Moreover, as Knowlton pointed 
out, a syringe and the chemical solution for the douche were cheap, and 
involved no loss of pleasure other than that the woman had to get out of 
bed almost immediately after the completion of intercourse in order to ad- 



minister the douche. An even more important advantage in Knowlton’s 
eyes, and probably the main reason why douching was widely used, was 
that its application was entirely in the hands of women, as withdrawal and 
the condom were not. James Ashton in 1865 made this same point, though 
he preferred, as we have seen, withdrawal. He said that wives might need 
other means to give them security and so he recommended a syringe with 
cold water or “white vitriol.” Even the safe period offered no protection to 
a woman whose husband insisted upon ignoring it. Douching was easily 
accomplished by a woman even when her husband was unwilling to think 
about such matters himself. (As late as 1955 a survey of several thousand 
married women in Indianapolis found that one-fifth of those using some 
contraceptive method were still using the douche. And those who used it 
faithfully apparently reduced their risk of conception by 80 per cent. 
Those women who used a douche only for cleanliness soon after inter¬ 
course more than doubled the intervals between their pregnancies as com¬ 
pared with women who used no contraception.)^^ 

Knowlton’s Fruits of Philosophy was not the earliest book printed in 
America to advocate one or more methods of birth control, for it was 
preceded by two years by Robert Dale Owen’s Moral Physiology, usually 
designated as the first. (Some of the publications of Francis Place, the early 
British birth-control advocate, circulated in the United States even before 
that.) Owen’s preferred method was coitus interruptus, even though he 
was sensitive to women’s vulnerability in sexual relations and well recog¬ 
nized that his preferred method left control in the hands of the male. 
Knowlton’s book seems to have been better known than Owen’s, though 
as we have seen, many of Owen’s arguments and pieces of advice got wide 
circulation through their being reprinted at some length in Mauriceau’s 
popular medical handbook. 

Before the 1830s were over, at least one other manual detailing methods 
of birth control appeared in the United States. In 1839, William Greenfield 
translated from the French and published Marriage Physiologically Dis¬ 
cussed by Jean Du Bois. This book listed five methods of varying effec¬ 
tiveness, including some bizarre ones such as having intercourse on an 
inclined plane so as to avoid dislodging the egg from the ovary. This last 
was a reference to the false belief that the egg left the ovary only at the 
time of intercourse. Another of his rather strange recommendations was 
dancing “smartly” immediately after copulation, or riding horseback over 
a rough road, a method, he added, which will either prevent conception or 
bring on an abortion! He mentioned withdrawal, but he could not recom- 
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mend it because, unlike Owen, he did not think it was easy to accomplish. 

Du Bois called attention to three methods he thought were effective and 
reliable. The first was douching with a syringe containing a solution of 
lukewarm water containing a small amount of vitriol. The second method 
was one rarely noted in American books and pamphlets on the subject 
though it figured prominently in the early, underground birth-control liter¬ 
ature in England: a sponge placed in the vagina prior to intercourse, with a 
thread attached for its later removal. The sponge was soaked in a chemical 
and used to swab out the.vagina after intercourse, as well as acting as a 
barrier to the sperm. The third method was the “Kundum,” the “speediest 
and the least troublesome of all,” the book advised. Made of fine silk or 
bladder skin, it was “fastened on the head of the penis during the act of 
copulation.” Although the book said that such devices were obtainable, 
cheaply, in all cities, the reference was undoubtedly to France. The de¬ 
vice described was presumably the precursor of the true, present-day rub¬ 
ber condom, but had the modern name of glans condom because of its 
covering only the glans penis. By the time of the Civil War, today’s con¬ 
dom made from vulcanized rubber was well known, for as Ashton re¬ 
ported in 1865, they “are now made beautifully with a preparation of 
India rubber.” But, he continued, “the enjoyment of the nuptial act is not 
so complete as a naked Peinis affords, hence the covering or sheath, is not 
very popular.” James Reed in his recent thorough history of birth control 
asserts that the rubber condom was available at low prices during the 
1850s. 

Couples interested in learning about means whereby they might restrict 
their offspring had other sources of knowledge in the years before the Civil 
War. In 1847, A. M. Mauriceau began the publication of his widely 
known advice book to wives, which has already been mentioned as a book 
offering various methods for family limitation. In 1850 Frederick Hollick 
published the first edition of his Marriage Guide, in which he not only ad¬ 
vocated birth control but also expanded upon the known methods. He 
mentioned douching with various chemicals, such as alum, sulphate of 
zinc, chloride of zinc, and sulphate of iron. He cautiously warned that no 
method was perfect, including the condom, which he found wanting be¬ 
cause it reduced feeling for the male and was not always reliable. The 
method Hollick recommended as the best was the safe period, but he had 
to admit no method for ascertaining its timing was entirely reliable. Yet, as 
we have seen, he came closer than most. Rather pessimistically he con¬ 
cluded his advice on the matter with: “prevention of conception ... is 
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not so easy as some have supposed and it is not altogether harmless ei¬ 
ther.” A pamphlet by an anonymous physician published in 1855 under 
the title Reproductive Control especially recommended a cold water dou¬ 
che, but frowned on withdrawal and the condom. The pamphlet, inciden¬ 
tally, strongly urged control over fertility on the ground that it enhanced 
the quality of marriage. No woman could be a companion to a man, a 
relationship which the pamphlet described as the primary purpose of mar- 
riage, if she was wasted “by bearing and nursing children, and the domes¬ 
tic drudgery that a large family always causes. . . .” 

At least two other books giving details on methods of birth control ap¬ 
peared before 1861. One was Harry Knox Root’s The People’s Lighthouse 
of Medicine, the fourteenth edition of which appeared in 1856. It recom¬ 
mended the condom and douching. Although the circulation of the book is 
not known, the numerous editions suggest that it was hardly obscure. In 
1859 Dr. M. Sherman Wharton translated from the French, and Bela 
Marsh of Boston published Eugene Beckland’s The Physiologist, or Sexual 
Physiology Revealed, The book discussed all of the methods already men¬ 
tioned, adding that an “oiled silk covering” of the penis, which could be 
bought in any Paris toy store, was quite effective! 

In summation, before the Civil War all of the methods of birth control 
that v/ould be known in the first half of the 20th century, with the single 
exception of the diaphragm, had been discussed, described, and advocated 
in books and pamphlets intended for lay readers and to which access was 
relatively easy. Many of the books were obtainable by mail, as advertise¬ 
ments in the back pages made clear, and so were available to those outside 
the cities. The diaphragm itself was probably invented before the Civil 
War, too. Dr. Edward B. Foote, in his Medical Common Sense, published 
in 1864 advocated what he called a womb veil, and which historian James 
Reed believes was “a true vaginal diaphragm.” Significantly, Foote recom¬ 
mended it on the ground that “it places conception under the control of 
the wife, to whom it naturally belongs; for it is for her to say at what time 
and under what circumstances she will become the mother and the moral, 
religious and physical instructress of offspring.” Yoote linked vol¬ 

untary motherhood and contraception. 

Even if Foote did invent or discuss the diaphragm, it was not widely 
used before Margaret Sanger gave it publicity in the early years of the 20th 
century. One reason for thinking it was not widely used is that the name 
by which it was known—pessary—was almost universally used in the 19th 
century to describe various medical devices for holding the womb in place, 



a nomenclature that would not have persisted if the diaphragm had been 
comimon. For to have used one word for both items would have been so 
confusing that a new word would have been invented, as in fact occurred 
in the 20th century with “diaphragm.” 

There can be no doubt that methods of contraception were advocated 
and described in a number of widely disseminated publications by the 
middle years of the 19th century. What is not so clear is how widespread 
the actual practice of contraception was. Indeed, what evidence there is on 
the practice is almost entirely indirect, derived from the broad social inter¬ 
est in family limitation rather than from any direct interview or statistical 
information, such as would be relied upon today. The very proliferation of 
popular medical and marital literature beginning in the 1830s and continu¬ 
ing throughout the century reflects a growing interest in family limitation 
and probably, therefore, a willingness to employ contraception of some 
kind. The further fact that many medical writers mounted arguments 
against birth control suggests that the practice was widespread. The 
frequent advertisements that appeared in large city newspapers from 1820 
to at least 1873, when the Comstock law made it illegal to send contracep¬ 
tive information through the mails, must also be interpreted as a sign, at 
least indirectly, of the practice of birth control. 

Occasionally, an opponent of birth control inadvertently testified to the 
widespread interest in and practice of it. William Alcott, the well-known 
lecturer and writer on marriage, wrote in 1866 that a book on birth con¬ 
trol, written some twenty-five years before, the author of which he did not 
name but who was probably Charles Knowlton, “has a wide circulation. I 
have found it in nearly every part of our widespread country,” Alcott ad¬ 
mitted. He then said that the book’s advice was being employed success¬ 
fully in one county in New England where people were especially inter¬ 
ested in keeping down the number of children because the husbands were 
often away for long periods. 

Scattered evidence also tells us that contraceptives themselves were fairly 
easy to obtain, even outside the big cities. In the 1847 edition of Mauri- 
ceau’s book, there was an offer to sell by mail at $5.00 a dozen condoms 
imported fron France. Mauriceau also offered to sell M. Disomeaux’s 
“Preventive to Conception,” which he claimed v/ould neutralize sperm. 
The concoction may have been a spermicide or an outright fraud, but the 
advertisement itself certainly suggests that at least some kinds of con¬ 
traceptives were possible to obtain. 

Even if one accepts on the basis of this indirect evidence that the use of 



contraceptives was fairly widespread, we still would like to know how far 
down the social scale the knowledge and practice penetrated. Most histori¬ 
cal demographers have believed, on the basis of what we know about the 
spread of contraceptive knowledge today among social classes, that the 
upper classes first practiced the more sophisticated—and effective— 
methods, especially those other than withdrawal. Only later did these 
other methods reach down to the working class or uneducated. One 
French writer on the subject in 1870 certainly believed this to be true of 
France. He wrote that the “laboring classes are generally satisfied with” 
withdrawal and such methods, being ignorant usually of the condom, 
while “among the wealthy . . . the use of this preventive is generally 
known.” As we have seen, Ashton in 1865 thought that though con¬ 
doms were “made beautifully” from India rubber in the United States, 
they were “not very popular” because they reduced men’s pleasure. At the 
same time, his report that the “best article” could be purchased for about 
$3.00 a dozen—as compared with the $5.00 a dozen for the imported ar¬ 
ticle offered by Mauriceau twenty years before—suggests that the price 
may have been coming down as the market expanded. If the price cited by 
Ashton was correct, by 1865 the cost of condoms was hardly prohibitive 
for most middle-class American families. If the average frequency of inter¬ 
course was twice a week or about 100 times a year, and one condom was 
used each time, then at $3.00 a dozen the cost per family would be less 
than $25.00 a year. And that would be the maximum cost, since it did not 
take into consideration washing and reusing condoms. Since an average 
non-farm worker in 1865, however, earned on the average only about 
$500 a year, that cost might be too great for a working-class family to ac¬ 
commodate into its budget. 

The real issue in all of this, of course, is not whether contraceptives were 
available but whether people of all classes used them. Use apparently 
varied by class and nativity. One statistical study of differential fertility be¬ 
tween immigrants and natives during the 19th century, for example, sup¬ 
ports the accepted view that the native-born practiced birth control to a 
greater extent than immigrants. The study compares the number of chil¬ 
dren per 1000 married women in 1880 in two wards of Boston according 
to age categories and nativity. The native women, as one might anticipate, 
had a lower rate than the immigrant women. What was not so expected, 
however, was the fluctuation in the native women’s rates for different age 
categories. For ages 20-24 the native rate was 763 births per 1000 mar¬ 
ried women, while the immigrant rate was 1043. But for ages 25-29 the 


native women’s rate jumps to 1063 while the immigrant womans rate 
moved up only to 1118. Then for the years 30-34 the native women’s rate 
fell abruptly to 627 while the immigrant woman’s rates continued to 
climb. Clearly, the native women were controlling their fertility m a delib¬ 
erate way that the immigrant women were not. 

What limited information we have on family size among different ethnic 
groups suggests that control over fertility varied also between immigrant 
nationalities; some groups apparently made greater efforts than others to 
limit births. One study of Buffalo, New York, families at the end of the 
19th century, for instance, reported that the average number of children 
born to Italian women (who were now past menopause) was 11, while for 

Polish women the figure was only 7.8. 

Class, as well as ethnic background, affected fertility in the 19th-century 
family. If the population in the two wards of Boston in 1880 referred to 
earlier is divided according to the occupation of the husbands, striking dif¬ 
ferences in fertility emerge. Families in which the fathers held a high-pay¬ 
ing job limited their families throughout the fertile years much more than 
middle-level or low-level income families. And this was true for all age 
groupings. In the following table notice how the number of children rises 
as the income falls for women in the 30-34 and 35-39 age groups. 

Number of children under five years of age per 1000 mar¬ 
ried women (two wards in Boston, 1880) _ 

Middle income Low income 

1161 1188 

900 949 

A study of 19th-century women made by the Bureau of the Census in 1910 
shovi^ed similarly sharp differences in number of children between occupa¬ 
tional groups. For example, businessmen’s wives whose fertility ended in 
1885 averaged 3.58 children, while wives of skilled workers averaged 
3.97, and wives of farm owners bore 4.84 children on the average.^® 

Tlie explanation for differences in fertility between classes or between 
ethnic women is complex. In part it may have to do with ethnic inheri¬ 
tances or tradition or class concerns about the costs or advantages of hav¬ 
ing children: But certainly a part of the explanation was simply lack of suf¬ 
ficient information. Oral interviews with working women whose early 
fertile years were around the turn of this century suggest that few women 
of that class knew of mechanical methods of birth control like the dia- 


Age group High income 

30-34 852 

35-39 500 


phragm. For family limitation, they remembered, they had relied upon ab¬ 
stinence or abortion. In fact, some of the women interviewed recalled that 
abortion was much more commonly talked about among them than con¬ 
traception as means of family limitation. Margaret Sanger’s early cam¬ 
paign in behalf of birth control, just before World War I, was prompted, 
too, according to her recollections, by the lack of knowledge working-class 
women had about birth-control methods. Sanger, as historian David Ken¬ 
nedy has pointed out, tended to exaggerate the lack of available informa¬ 
tion on birth control in the United States, but her experience among work¬ 
ing-class women bears out the view that the most reliable methods of 
contraception were known only spottily by working-class women in the 
late 19th and early 20th century. 

On the other hand, all the evidence points to a broad knowledge about 
and use of contraception among middle- and upper-class women. Nor 
ought it to be forgotten that in 19th-century America, the middle class 
reached down far enough into the social pyramid to comprise probably a 
majority of the population. The one survey of sexual habits that we have 
for women born in the 19th century, compiled by Dr. Clelia Mosher be¬ 
tween 1892 and 1920, reveals that all but four of the 43 women queried 
admitted to employing some method of birth control. (Two women did 
not answer the question.) These women were wives of professional men, 
and virtually all of them had a high-school education or more, indicating 
that they were at least middle and probably upper middle class in back¬ 
ground. Thanks to the statistical analysis of the Mosher Survey done by 
Paul David and Warren Sanderson of Stanford University, we can now 
confidently say that this group of 43 women was representative of the 
wives of professional men throughout the United States. It follows, there¬ 
fore, that about 90 per cent of the wives of professional men practiced 
some form of birth control. 

In the light of the argument in this book that women were highly influ¬ 
ential in the decision to practice birth control, it is worth noting that the 
most popular method reported by the Mosher women was douching. 
Twice as many reported douching as withdrawal, which was about equal 
in popularity with the condom. The second most popular method, though 
only slightly more so than withdrawal, was the safe period. Twenty-two of 
the women reported using “female” methods (douche and pessary), while 
17 reported using “male” methods (condom and withdrawal). Eleven 
women used the safe-period, which was probably the method that required 
the closest cooperation between the spouses since it meant the man would 



refrain from intercourse at the time that the wife suggested, while she had 
to be responsible enough to keep a close record of her period for the 
method to be effective, providing, of course, that the correct period was 
known! 

A direct piece of evidence that married couples did regulate their times 
for sexual intercourse according to the supposed periods of infertility ap¬ 
pears in the correspondence of General William Dorsey Pender and his 
wife during the Civil War. Their several expressions of concern over 
whether she was pregnant testify to the strong, sometimes desperate inter¬ 
est young married couples had in controlling their fertility. In February of 
1862 General Pender expressed the wish that his wife was indeed about to 
have a miscarriage, as she thought was possible when she last saw him. He 
said he hoped her surmise was correct, “for we all have enough to contend 
with in these times even when we are free from continuous nausea and 
have to look forward to nine months of pain and general ill-feeling.” She 
did have a miscarriage, for which, he wrote, “1 must say I am heartily 
glad.” Since she, too, did not want another baby, he advised her that “if 
you do not want children you will have to remain away from me, and 
hereafter when you come to me I shall know that you want another 
baby.” Pender, in short, was not prepared to refrain from intercourse so 
long as his wife was with him. On the other hand, he contended that he 
was quite satisfied with only two children, and wanted no more. ^‘The ills 
of this life are too great for anyone to wish to entail it upon many of his 
own seed. Two are as many as I want,” he assured her. The following 
year, after his wife had written that it seemed now quite certain that she 
was once again pregnant, he made clear that they had been using the safe 
period. “I did hope when you left me that you had escaped,” he wrote, 
“but we poor mortals know so little of the future. Surely we never need 
make any calculations again.” He was not confronted with the problem of 
what other method he would use because, before his second son was born, 
Pender was dead at Gettysburg. 

One of the few other explicit examples of a use of the safe period was 
provided by Mary Hallock Foote. In December, 1876 she wrote her con¬ 
fidante, Helena Gilder, that she was undoubtedly pregnant, though she 
had not wanted to have a baby so soon after her wedding. “I was dis¬ 
mayed at first—but it seemed like fate,” she wrote. “No precautions were 
neglected. The Doctor says change of climate alters everything,” a refer¬ 
ence, presumably, to the fact that her menstrual cycle was no longer pre¬ 
dictable as a result of her moving from New York to California. Some- 



thing of her sense of desperation at being pregnant against her will came 
out in her remarks. “It is awful, but what can we do. There must be some 
meaning of it ^perhaps in the future, the lives of our children will reveal to 
us the meaning.” Awed as she may have been on one level, Mary Foote 
was not willing to leave her future completely at the mercy of chance, or 
Fate, as she called it. “It is a delicate thing to speak of in a letter,” she con¬ 
tinued, “but Mrs. Hague [her sister-in-law] told me a sure way of limiting 
one’s family—which is no injury to either father or mother.” Because Mrs. 
Hague’s doctor determined that she must not have any more children for a 
number of years, he told her of a reliable method whereby she could avoid 
becoming pregnant. Almost painfully aware of the delicacy of the subject, 
Mary offered to tell Helena of the method if she had not “provided for the 
future to your satisfaction . . . [and] have any miserable uncertainty. . . . 
It seems to me to involve no possibility of bad consequences.” 

Apparently, Helena did have some “miserable uncertainty,” for Mary, 
in her next letter, proceeded to tell her the new method. “Of course, I 
know nothing about it practically and it sounds dreadful; but every way is 
dreadful except the one which it seems cannot be relied on. Mrs. H. said 
Arthur [Mary’s husband] must go to a physician and get shields of some 
kind. They are to be had also at some druggists. It sounds perfectly revolt¬ 
ing, but one must face anything rather than the inevitable result of Na¬ 
ture s methods.” She assured Helena that there was nothing injurious 
about these devices and that Mrs. Hague’s undeniable fastidiousness en¬ 
sured that she would hardly submit to an undesirable technique. “These 
things are called cundums and are made either of rubber or skin. They are 
to be had at first-class druggists.” 

This unusual letter documents not only the failure of the safe period for 
one couple, but it also reveals how it was possible to learn about another 
means and from another woman. Mary Foote passed on the information 
to yet another woman, which must often have been the story as necessity 
or desperation forced women to seek out such information. In this particu¬ 
lar case, it was a western woman in the remote hills of California who told 
the wife of a sophisticated editor of a prestigious journal in New York 
City what she needed to know. The Foote letter also suggests that even 
middle-class women like Mary Foote and Helena Gilder did not read 
the marriage and medical literature on contraception though they did 
know about the safe period method of birth control. Nevertheless, they did 
have other sources of information. And, from a subsequent letter of Mary 
Foote, apparently the additional information was put to use. “No—little 


Arthur will have no successor for some years yet/’ she wrote Helena later 
in 1877 or early 1878. “I haven’t the strength and my religion does not in¬ 
terfere with the use of such prevention as is in one’s power, I can do 
nothing myself, but so far the ‘French shields’ have saved me. Doctors 
say,” she assured Helena, “it is the only means not injurious. Everything is 
dreadful except nature and Nature is like the letter of the law which 

faileth.”24 

The dubious reliability of the various methods of contraceptions in the 
19rh century created more than the “miserable uncertainty” to which 
Mary Foote referred. It threw a dark shadow over every act of intercourse. 
Something of the threat was revealed in the sense of release that feminist 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman voiced when she learned that she might not be 
able to bear any more children, though she had recently remarried and had 
expressed a wish someday to have her new husband’s child. Happy 
thought—take no precautions—take no treatment—all runs smoothly and 
naturally and nothing happens!!!”^^ 

Earlier in the century. Bell Waller’s sense of relief at finding that she was 
not pregnant was even more ebulliently expressed. She wrote her husband 
in July 1855 that she had “glorious news to communicate,” asking him if 
he could guess. It was that she was not pregnant. “I have positive knowl¬ 
edge, actual demonstration of this, to me, important fact, rejoice with me 
darling—claps hands with delight! for I am so glad!” Apparently she had 
not told him of her worry, but now she revealed the extent of it. Because 
her “nervousness was excessive” she was confirmed in “the belief that I 

was P-, that thought amounting to conviction preyed upon me, till 

the discontentment produced by it became unendurable. I felt at all times 
desperate! I felt unable to perform a mother’s duty to the children we 
have, and if we had more, how could I get through my care—I felt borne 
down, with the thought of the future; it presented only trials and suffer¬ 
ings and worse than all, failures; everything was robed with somber co¬ 
lours, clouds obscured my days. . . .” Not even religion was any help, 
she confessed. Then with the onset of her menstrual period, all came clear 
and bright again. That she was in fact exhibiting physical signs of her 
worry was confirmed by Henry Waller’s admission that he had indeed no¬ 
ticed “that you were uneasy, restless, nervous, dissatisfied, unstable, and 
verging toward despair” even before her letter had arrived telling him of 
her internal turmoil. 

The unexpected or unwanted pregnancy always hit the wife the hardest. 
General Pender sympathized with his wife when he learned her pregnancy 


was certain, but he also tried to help her accept it by expressing a wish for 
a girl this time. A week later he told of reading the Bible and learning that 
children were a sign of God’s blessing. “Ought we to complain so at what 
is evidently His direct will, for did we not try to oppose it? and with what 
effect?” he asked l;is wife. “Let us look upon the bright side of it and be 
cheerful. I do wish you could go through it without being so sick.” When 
Mary Poor found in August 1863 that, she might be pregnant, she vowed 
“to feel resigned to the fate that Providence assigns to me. It may all blow 
over after all.” But three days later she was inquiring of her husband for 
Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell’s address, “for I may write to her, if things go on 
much longer as they have done. I do not dare to walk or ride,” presum¬ 
ably because she feared to bring on a miscarriage.^^ 

The desire to limit the number of children in a family also attested to a 
growing interest in children, just as an interest in birth control naturally 
flowed from a growing interest in trying to do one’s best by one’s children. 
For by limiting offspring, as Bell Waller told her husband in 1855, parents 
could do more for each one, materially, educationally, and psycholo¬ 
gically. An emphasis upon the value of children, as pointed out in Chapter 
IV, was another indication of the emergence of the modern family in the 
United States. Put quite matter-of-factly, as the number of children in a 
family declined, the emotional investment in and the affection for them 
were encouraged to rise, just as greater concern for children encouraged 
women, as rearers of children, to have fewer. Affective cooperation be¬ 
tween parents in the course of controlling the number of their children, 
together with the concentration of their attention and resources upon 
fewer children, helped to create a family that was as closely knit internally 
by ties of affection as it was increasingly walled off from outsiders. 

Not all intra-familial relationships were cooperative, and certainly not 
all efforts at birth control, even if cooperatively and lovingly pursued, were 
successful. It is now time to look at the recourse open to those couples 
who either did not cooperate or just could not find a successful method to 
limit their families, though the wife was determined to do so. That will be 
the subject of the next chapter. 



X 

Abortion: Women’s Last Resort 


Spouses in the 19th century might be in complete agreement on the desir¬ 
ability of, or even the necessity for, limiting the number of children, yet the 
methods at their disposal were often inconvenient or unreliable. Certainly 
that was true in regard to the so-called safe period. Physicians did not un¬ 
derstand enough about the ovulation cycle of women to offer accurate in¬ 
formation, or, if they did, no one could be sure that the information was in 
fact accurate. Hence, whether a couple established the correct infertile 
period or not was a matter of chance, not a matter of having reliable ad¬ 
vice available. Similarly, coitus interruptus was a tricky method that could 
easily fail, though the partners might be in complete agreement about its 
desirability. For even the slightest amount of semen deposited on the out¬ 
side of the vagina made impregnation quite possible. Vaginal douches 
worked only when the spermicide was applied immediately after inter¬ 
course. A natural delay on the part of the woman, even if only a matter of 
minutes, might mean application was too late. 

If the partners were not in agreement on either the necessity for, or the 
means of, contraception, then, of course, the likelihood of failure was even 
higher. This was especially true for those methods that required the coop¬ 
eration of the husband, such as the use of the condom, withdrawal, and 
the safe period. Some husbands undoubtedly resisted agreeing to limit their 
sexual activity to the so-called safe period. 

That contraception failed in practice, or was not tried at all, was dra¬ 
matically measured in the widespread practice of abortion, especially 
after 1830. If withdrawal is a peculiarly male form of birth control, then 
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abortion must be acknowledged to be peculiarly female. Unlike all the 
other forms known in the 19th century, except perhaps douching, abortion 
was entirely in the hands of the woman, dependent upon neither masculine 
activity nor masculine acquiescence. So true was this that medical oppo¬ 
nents of abortion in the 19th century offered as one of their objections to 
abortion, as one observed, that “wives will even make the hazardous at¬ 
tempt to keep both husband and physician in ignorance of the procured 
abortion.” They were able to do this because an abortion could be 
disguised as an illness.^ 

The upsurge in the incidence of abortion in the middle years of the 19th 
century is a sign of the failure of contraceptive techniques and probably 
the failure of cooperation between spouses. But above all, it is an indisput¬ 
able measure of the desire of American women to limit family size. For 
while it is possible for a man to influence a woman to have an abortion, 
there are strong reasons why a woman would not consent to one against 
her own wishes. Moreover, before the 1820s apparently few women had 
resorted to it. Thus the rise in abortion must be taken as women’s last des¬ 
perate effort to limit their families when all other means failed. Once 
again, the central interest of women in family limitation by the early years 
of the 19th century is plain. It is, of course, significant that this additional 
evidence of women’s interest in controlling their fertility first occurred in 
the 1820s and 1830s—just those decades, as we have seen, when the mod¬ 
ern child-centered family in which the woman was the moral guide and 
guardian was establishing itself. 

The sudden increase in abortions became noticeable during the late 
1830s and early 1840s. Dr. Hugh L. Hodge felt it necessary in 1839 to 
warn his students at Pennsylvania Medical School that they must expect to 
encounter an increasing number of cases of abortions in their practices. 
Madame Rested, a notorious New York abortionist, began her practice in 
1838 and announced in an advertisement that year that she had helped 
“hundreds” of women with her abortion-producing nostrums. One ad¬ 
vocate of contraception wrote in 1846 that a way to reduce the alarming 
increase in abortion was to encourage birth control.^ 

By the early 1850s many physicians were commenting on how common 
abortions were in their practices. Dr. Horatio Storer, who would become 
the leading mid-19th-century authority on, and opponent of, abortion, 
published the first systematic study of the subject in 1857. Two years later 
he succeeded in convincing the American Medical Association to go on 


record against the practice, in 1854 an article in the Boston Medical and 
Surgical Journal had reported that, despite the dangers involved, “there 
seems no diminution of the evil” of abortion. The killing of unborn chil¬ 
dren, the article continued, must be “fearfully common everywhere, if the 
great number of half-grown infants found floating in boxes upon the 
water, dropped in vaults,” and so forth are taken as evidence. In every 
city, the article added, abortionists abound, and many married women 
with the concurrence of their husbands patronize them. One medical doc¬ 
tor from Troy, New York, wrote Dr. Storer in the late 1860s that abortion 
“which forty years ago, when I was a young practitioner, was a rare and 
secret occurrence, has become frequent and bold.” Another, writing from 
New Hampshire, expressed his awareness of the change with wry exagger¬ 
ation: “Nowadays, if a baby accidentally finds a lodgement in the uterus, 
it may, perchance, have a knitting needle stuck in its eyes before it has 
any.” Frederick Hollick, the popular writer on medical subjects, had re¬ 
marked as early as 1850 that “there are few persons except medical men, 
who have any idea of the extent to which the revolting practice of abortion 
is now carried.” As a medical man, he said he had seen the horrible effects 
upon women who had induced abortions in themselves. For all his opposi¬ 
tion to abortion, Hollick, as we have seen, was no opponent of birth con¬ 
trol Indeed, one of the reasons he advanced in support of some kind of 
birth control was that it would provide women with an alternative to 
abo rtion.-* 

All commentators on the extent of abortion in the 1850s and 1860s tes¬ 
tified to the practice in all classes and particularly among married women. 
Many women, wrote Morse Stewart in the Detroit Review of Medicine 
and Pharmacy in 1867, know how to abort themselves. “Among married 
persons,” he stated, “so extensive has this practice become, that people of 
high repute not only commit this crime, but do not even shun to speak 
boastingly among their intimates, of the deed and the means of ac¬ 
complishing it.” His remarks carried more than the weight of a single 
witness since he was then speaking to other physicians, and he concluded 
by asking, “ Is there a physician present whose experience does not fully 
confirm the statement?” At one time, Stewart remembered, abortion was 
largely confined to the results of illicit intercourse. “Now, however, the ex¬ 
ceeding prevalence of the evil is found to be among an entirely different 
class, and the fruit of legitimate wedlock in every grade of society, high 
and low, but especially the former, is the prey of this destroying Moloch.” 



Particularly odious in Stewart’s eyes was that many men and women en¬ 
tered marriage with the knowledge of how to terminate pregnancies and 
without any need, therefore, to call upon a physician/ 

Abortions could indeed be self-induced, but that fact in itself not only 
made the procedure dangerous, as the physicians pointed out, but might 
also mean that the result intended did not occur—that is, no abortion en¬ 
sued. This was particularly true of such popular practices as jumping off 
chairs, falling from heights, or, as one medical doctor testified, having 
someone jump on the pregnant woman’s belly. Various kinds of drugs 
were also commonly used, such as ergot of rye and oil of tansy, most of 
which acted as strong emetics or mild poisons, thought to be capable of in¬ 
ducing an abortion. Today most of these chemicals are not considered very 
effective abortifacients, though all are undeniably dangerous to the general 
health of anyone—man or woman—who might consume them. It is likely 
that many of the so-called abortifacients retained some credibility because 
the pregnancies for which they were taken were, in fact, false. Pregnancies 
were thus believed to have been terminated by the drug when actually no 
measures were necessary. At least one reference book, Wharton and Still’s 
Medical Jurisprudence, published in 1884, referred to certain abor¬ 
tifacients as effective, though without also noting the harmful side-effects. 
Certainly the willingness of women to use these dubious abortifacients at¬ 
tests to their strong, almost desperate, intention to limit their fertility. 
Physical devices were also used to induce abortion. Knitting needles, if the 
frequency with which they were mentioned in the denunciations of physi¬ 
cians is to be taken as indicative, were favorite instruments. Abortionists 
also advertised in the newspapers concoctions which promised to restore 
the menstrual flow, as the ads often phrased it, but which were really in¬ 
tended to abort a possible pregnancy. The Milwaukee Sentinel of February 
2, 1857, carried an advertisement that was typical of its kind. It was for 
“The Great English Remedy, Sir James Clarke’s Celebrated Female Pills.” 
They were promised to cure all female diseases and to remove all obstruc¬ 
tions, and bring on “the monthly period with regularity. These pills should 
not be taken by females that are pregnant, during the first three months, 
as they are sure to bring on miscarriage, but at every other time and in 
every case, they are perfectly safe.” Sometimes abortifacients were 
disguised under the code name “Portuguese” pills, it being well known 
that the phrase referred to abortifacients, while “French letter” or “French 
remedy” stood for contraceptive devices. 

Then, of course, there were professional abortionists, who also adver- 


tised their services, though never explicitly, in the newspapers. They hid 
behind such disguises as physicians of women’s diseases, or as experts on 
“restoring” women’s health, by which they meant the return of an inter¬ 
rupted menstrual cycle. And if the denunciations in the medical journals 
well into the 1880s are to be taken as indicative, many otherwise quite re¬ 
spectable physicians were willing to perform abortions for their regular pa¬ 
tients. 

From the amount of discussion among physicians and in the newspa¬ 
pers—the New York Times, for example, carried a long condemnatory ar¬ 
ticle on the extent and nature of the business in its August 23, 1871, 
issue—the practice seems to have been widespread. Unfortunately, how¬ 
ever, there are no definite statistics on the extent of abortion during the 
19th century. In 1889, one doctor was quoted as saying, on the basis of 
some 25 years’ practice, “that more than one-half of the human family 
dies before it is born, and that probably three-fourths of these premature 
deaths are the direct or indirect result of abortion by intent.” The doctor 
who quoted that estimate then continued his denunciation of the practice 
by lamenting that “even among the married, there are few wives who do 
not know of some means to destroy the foetus before it comes to full term, 
and v/ho have not in some manner, and at some time, applied one or more 
of these means in their own cases. The abortionist plies lucratively his or 
her trade in nearly every town and hamlet,” he concluded.^ We may doubt 
that this estimate of extent was strictly accurate, but there can be no doubt 
that many physicians believed, and presumably for good reasons, that 
abortion was common throughout the United States. 

Certainly that had been the burden of the reports from state medical 
societies compiled by Stanford E. Chaille and published in the Transac¬ 
tions of the American Medical Association in 1879. In state after state it 
was disclosed that abortions were rising in number. And in 1872 one 
respected physician, Dr. Ely Van de Warker, asserted that “the luxury of 
an abortion is now within the reach of the serving girl. An old man in this 
city [Syracuse?] perfoms this service for ten dollars, and takes his pay in in¬ 
stalments.” A special committee on Criminal Abortion of the Michigan 
State Board of Health estimated in the 1890s that 34 per cent of all preg¬ 
nancies ended in miscarriage. James Mohr, in his recent and thorough 
study of the crusade against abortion in the last half of the 19th century, 
estimates that in the middle of the century there was about one abortion 
for every five or six live births. He contrasts this with his further estimate 
that during the first three decades of the century the ratio was about one 



abortion to only 25 or 30 live births. Both estimates are put into perspec¬ 
tive by a 1921 study which reported that one out of every two pregnancies 
was aborted, of which 50 per cent were considered to be criminal abor¬ 
tions. Those figures would work out to about 25 per cent of pregnancies 
being deliberately aborted, or not far from Mohr’s estimate of about 20 
per cent for the middle years of the 19th century. About 22 per cent of the 
women surveyed by Kinsey in the 1950s reported having at least one abor¬ 
tion.^ Finally, although abortions were undoubtedly easier to obtain in the 
cities, Mohr’s work and the anti-abortion literature of the 19th century 
make plain that abortions were being performed in the countryside and 
small towns as well. 

Although there is little direct evidence from women as to why they 
resorted to abortions, a reading of the physicians’ denunciations of such 
women quickly reveals that the desire to control the size of family was the 
major concern. Although one physician in 1878 was almost contemptuous 
of women who sought an abortion, his listing of the reasons for their ac¬ 
tions, as he saw them, was actually a list, with a little adjustment, of why 
women might well want to resort to abortion. Among the reasons he cited 
were “aversion to marriage, fear of pain and perils of child-bearing, anti- 
maternal hatred of offspring, calculation of the cost of rearing children, 
unmotherly objection to large families, newspapers advertisements, and 
other emanations of the press, the obscene literature of ‘free love,’ the 
delirium of spiritism, and impulse of passion, the concealment of shame.” 
Another physician writing for a medical journal in 1874 remarked that “so 
intense is the feeling . . . that some women, expecting to become mothers 
or loathing the pregnant state will tell you that they will do anything in the 
world—even suffer death—before they will bear another child.” In 1854 
(in a Boston medical journal) an article expressing opposition to abortion 
nonetheless admitted that women who have them think “they have chil¬ 
dren enough already, or their circumstances forbid an increase of family 
expenses and responsibilities.”^ 

The observation of many physicians that married women constituted by 
far the largest group seeking abortions further testified to the interest in 
controlling fertility. One physician, for example, divided women seeking 
abortions into three categories: prostitutes; “young girls who have been 
seduced under specious promises” and deserted later, and “by all odds the 
most numerous, . . . married women, who would resort to the inhuman 
crime of destroying the fruit of their wombs for no better reason than that 
children are not to them blessings, but nuisances, interfering with their 



rounds of fashionable dissipation, or taxing the paternal income.” At the 
end of the century, Dr. James Scott wrote that by far more married women 
than unmarried sought abortions. He asserted that “it is believed by many 
physicians that fully seventy-five to ninety percent of criminal abortions 
are committed by married women.” In an analysis of 54 documented cases 
of abortion in medical journals between 1839 and 1880 James Mohr 
found that approximately two-thirds of the women involved were married, 
60 per cent of whom already had at least one child.® 

The role of married women in taking the initiative in having abortions is 
not surprising since they were the potential bearers of children. But it is 
striking in the light of the oft-expressed argument by historians that family 
limitation was initiated by husbands interested in reducing costs of child- 
rearing. Certainly the doctors at the time assumed that the initiative came 
from the women, not from their husbands. This was also true of an article 
in Harper’s Magazine in 1869 in which it was said that women pressed for 
abortions because children limited their lives. Conservative commentators 
like Roman Catholic critics of abortion assumed women’s initiative, too, 
when they blamed the incipient women’s movement for the increase in 
abortions. And at least one doctor told of receiving a letter from a woman 
who deliberately sought to abort herself after hearing a minister speak 
against abortion. She objected to any clergyman’s seeking to restrict her 
liberty.^ 

Such defenses of abortion were extremely rare. One of the few women 
to write publicly and understandingly about abortion—and she did it an¬ 
onymously—explained why some married women had to seek abortion. 
She was answering Dr. Horatio Storer’s contention that women could 
avoid having abortions if they would time their sexual relations to coincide 
with their infertile periods. That was all right for the good doctor to ad¬ 
vise, said the anonymous woman, but some wives did not have such 
choices. “They are not independent, but subject; and all teaching tends to 
keep them so. Here is just where the trouble begins.” They cannot save 
themselves from the cause, she pointed out, but they do have some control 
over the result—namely, the child. Hence they resort to abortion. 

Many physicians were genuinely impressed not only by the fact that 
women’s interest in control over their fertility was intense, but that such 
women could not be easily dismissed as ignorant or immoral. “Many 
otherwise good and exemplary women, who would rather part with their 
right hands or let their tongues cleave to the roof of the mouth,” one 
physician wrote in 1896, “than to commit a crime, seem to believe that 



prior to quickening it is no more harm to cause the evacuation of the con¬ 
tents of their wombs than it is that of their bladders or their bowels.” 
More than twenty years earlier, another physician made much the same 
comment. “Astonishing as it may seem,” he told his fellow physicians, 
many of those who sought abortion “are otherwise quite intelligent and 
refined, with a keen sense of their moral and religious obligations to them¬ 
selves and to others, deem it nothing amiss to destroy the embryo during 
the first few months of its growth.” Elizabeth Evans, who certainly was a 
friend of women, nevertheless denounced women who had abortions as 
“secret criminals.” She could not conceal her indignation that “almost all” 
of these women were were “attendants upon Divine Service, and believers, 
more or less enthusiastic, in the fundamental doctrines of orthodox Chris¬ 
tianity. Nay, the case is not utterly unknown,” she assured her readers, “of 
a clergyman’s wife yielding to the same sin.” 

Physician after physician expressed astonishment at the ease or effron¬ 
tery with which women asked for abortions. “Mine is but the common 
story of every physician,” began one popular medical writer in 1870. An 
unknown woman walks into his office, asks for the doctor, and then says, 
“ ‘I want you to produce an abortion for me,’ as coolly [s/c] as if ordering 
a piece of beef for dinner.” Dr. Horatio Storer made clear why women 
could be so composed. Many of them told him that “the contents of the 
womb, so long as manifesting no perceptible sign of life, were but lifeless 
and inert matter: in other words, that being, previously to quickening, a 
mere ovarian excretion, they might be thrown off and expelled from the 
system as coolly and as guiltlessly as those from the bladder and 
rectum.” 

The testimony of other physicians makes it clear that to many women 
the destruction of the fetus before quickening—that is, before the fourth 
month or so of gestation—did not involve the destruction of a living being. 
The proof of that was attested to by the comment in one popular medical 
advice book that “destroying a child after quickening ... is a very rare 
occurrence in New York, whereas abortions (destroying the embryo before 
quickening) are of daily habit in the families of the best informed and the 
most religious; among those abounding in wealth, as well as among the 
poor and needy.” In what is undoubtedly an exaggeration, but one that 
nevertheless testifies to the physicians’ conviction that abortion was com¬ 
mon, one doctor told of visiting a woman, just before her death from a 
self-inflicted abortion, who confessed to him that she had had twenty-one 
previous self-induced abortions! 


As James Mohr has pointed out, for many American women in the 19th 
century, abortion was not a moral question concerning life and death, as it 
would be in the 20th century. It was more like contraception—an interfer¬ 
ence with a natural process, but no more closely related than that to 
murder and manslaughter. In fact, as we shall see later, it was just because 
women did not see it in terms of murder that doctors undertook to educate 
them on the matter. Given this attitude or medical understanding on the 
part of women in the 19th century, it is very likely that abortion was a 
much more important way of family limitation than it has been at any 
time in the 20th century until the legalization of abortion in the 1970s. 

When physicians, in their professional literature, discussed abortion, 
they usually described cases in which some instrument or other outside 
force had been used, for it was the consequent severe illness of and danger 
to the life of the woman that brought the doctor into the case. Much less 
common was actual testimony frorh married couples of their attempts to 
abort an unwanted pregnancy. Usually these instances involved drugs, 
rather than instruments. In fact, one physician, who was a part-owner of a 
drug store in a large city, said that he personally saw the ease with which 
these drugs were obtained. “The cool effrontery of young girls and women 
in speaking to strangers, non-professional, upon this most secret function 
of her sex is astounding.” 

In March 1864, Lester Frank Ward and his wife succeeded in aborting 
her pregnancy with drugs, for that month he wrote in his diary that his 
wife was “very sick” for two days, “but she is quite well now. . . . The 
truth is that she was going to have a child, but she took an effective 
remedy which she had secured from Mrs. Gee. It did its work and she is 
out of danger.” But in the fall she was apparently showing signs of preg¬ 
nancy once again. He complained that the medicine he had gotten on a 
trip to Washington, D.C., failed entirely. “I went back to get more, but I 
do not trust it at all.” A month later he noted that “the pills of which I 
made mention were not good, and I have sent to Syracuse for the in¬ 
strument advertised in the book I received from the firm.” Although he 
had more confidence in the efficacy of the instrument, it did not produce 
an abortion either. As a result, in December he went to see a local doctor 
“concerning secret affairs between me and my wife. He gave me much 
useful instruction which I plan to put into practice.” This was probably 
contraceptive information for the future, rather than anything to do with 
abortion, for in June a son was born.^^ 

When General Pender’s wife told him she thought she was pregnant and 




made clear that she did not want another child at that time, Pender ob¬ 
tained pills from the camp surgeon to send to her. “ Indeed, I did sincerely 
hope that you had escaped this time,” he wrote her, but added that, in 
view of the precautions they had taken, the probable pregnancy had to be 
put down to the “positive and direct will of God.” Apparently the pills 
were not true abortifacients but some kind of medicine to stimulate the 
onset of the menses. “If you are not positively certain” that you are preg¬ 
nant, he advised his wife, “would it not be well to use Dr. Powell’s pre¬ 
scription for if you only use three of the pills and take the baths three days, 
there could be no harm done if you are as you write”—that is, pregnant. 
In the Penders’ case, the reason for objecting to her pregnancy was almost 
as trivial as some of the hostile physicians claimed. “It comes in a season 
of the year,” Pender wrote his wife, “when you would like to be able to 
enjoy yourself, and when I hoped that you would be able to go home 
somewhere, and have a nice time.” As things turned out, Fanny Pender 
was in fact pregnant. 

Both the frequent resort to abortion and the method used by at least one 
couple appear in a California woman’s statement in 1875 in the course of 
a divorce suit. She asserted that on at least four occasions she had aborted 
herself, with her husband’s knowledge by the “injection of pure water” 
and at a time before “there was any quickening or life in the foetus what¬ 
ever.” (Her statement was made in rebuttal to her husband’s contention 
that he ought to be granted a divorce because she had aborted herself, 
thereby showing herself, presumably, to be immoral or criminal.) Elizabeth 
Evans, who vehemently opposed abortions, asserted that objections to too 
many children were at the root of women’s widespread recourse to abor¬ 
tion, many women recollecting from their own rearing in large families the 
difficulties and inconveniences of many children. She cited a specific case 
of a woman who aborted herself when she recalled her own childhood in a 
big family. And when a woman physician in a medical journal denounced 
the sexual indulgence to which she ascribed the rise in the number of abor¬ 
tions, a male physician corrected her. Dissatisfaction with maternity 
among married women, he argued, *was not confined to the lower classes, 
as the woman physician implied, but was much more likely to occur in the 
upper levels of society. And even then, he stressed, it was “dissatisfaction 
with the state of pregnancy and its attendant inconveniences, and enforced 
self-denials” that were objected to by women, not motherhood itself. Too 
many pregnancies, in sum, was the issue, not pregnancy itself. 

One of the striking social responses to the upsurge in abortions in the 




1840s, 1850s, and after was a movement to strengthen the laws against 
abortion. Prior to the enactment of Connecticut’s law against abortion in 
1821, no state prohibited abortion by statute, though under the common 
law inherited from England the destruction of a fetus after quickening or 
of a child after birth was punishable by fine and imprisonment. (There 
were also statute laws punishing the killing or concealing the birth of an il¬ 
legitimate child.) Connecticut’s law was an adaptation of the English law 
of 1803, which was the first statute law against abortion enacted in Great 
Britain. It prohibited the killing of a fetus by poisoning after quickening. 
But, unlike a subsequent English law, the Connecticut statute in 1821 did 
not prohibit an abortion through poisoning before quickening. This Con¬ 
necticut law was amended in 1830 to ban other methods besides poisoning 
to destroy the fetus, but only after quickening; and for those offenses the 
penalty was reduced from life imprisonment to seven to ten years in 
prison. Meanwhile, other states had enacted similar laws. Between 1821 
and 1841, for example, ten states and one federal territory had put such 
laws on their statute books. Alabama’s law, enacted in 1841, was typical. 
It forbade any attempts at causing a miscarriage by any means, and failed 
to mention quickening, but exempted from the ban any abortion that was 
deemed necessary to save the life of the mother. This last provision was an 
American innovation in the law of abortion, for English law at no time 
during the 19th and early 20th century permitted that discretionary action. 
At the same time, American law has never abandoned that exception to 
the prohibition of abortion. Every state law has included it. As a result, 
one modern commentator has been able to write: “No American state has 
ever prohibited abortion.”^® Alabama’s 1841 statute was also significant 
because it set only a three- to six-month jail sentence for violators. 

As James Mohr has pointed out, most states by the early 1860s had 
enacted some law against abortion. But most of these legal prohibitions 
had been introduced as a result of routine legal code revision and not 
because of a strong campaign or popular upswelling to stop abortions. 
Most of the statutes did not seek to punish the woman, only the abor¬ 
tionist. In 1860, for example, only three of the twenty states which had 
laws against abortion punished the mother. And in some cases it was clear 
that the intent of the law was to protect the woman, rather than the fetus. 
That, in fact, was the construction put upon New Jersey’s law by a court 
in that state in 1858. “The offense of third persons under the statute,” 
read the opinion of the court, “is mainly against her [the mother’s] life and 
health. The statute regards her as the victim of the crime not as the crimi- 



nal, as the object of protection, rather than of punishment.” Even as late 
as 1880 a North Carolina court specifically declared that “it is not the 
murder of a living child which constitutes the offense, but the destruction 
of gestation by wicked means and against nature,” Moreover, some of the 
laws still did not count as an illegal abortion the destruction of the fetus 
prior to quickening. A final measure of the slowness with which the states 
reacted to the upsurge of abortions was that on the eve of the Civil War, 
thirteen out of thirty-three states in the Union had no statutes against 
abortion at all.^^ 

The situation changed sharply after the Civil War, as the publicity about 
the widespread incidence of abortion also reached a peak. Between 1860 
and 1880 anti-abortion laws went upon the statute books in quick succes¬ 
sion around the country. At least forty anti-abortion laws were enacted in 
states and territories; over thirty were enacted between 1866 and 1877 
alone. Significantly, almost all of the new statutes accepted the view that 
an interruption of pregnancy at any stage constituted an illegal abortion. 
According to James Mohr, the law enacted in Connecticut in 1860 was 
typical of the new outlook. First of all, it was a special act, designed to 
deal with a special problem, not merely the product of a routine revision 
or consolidation of the legal code, as had often been the case in the 1830s. 
Second, the law designated as illegal an abortion induced at any time, not 
just after quickening. Third, the potential mother was as liable to punish¬ 
ment as the abortionist. And, finally, the advertising of abortifacients was 
declared illegal. 

One of the main reasons for the burst of anti-abortion legislation after 
1860 was that the old laws were not being enforced. Dr. Horatio Storer 
noted in 1868 that between 1849 and 1858 there had been thirty-two 
trials of alleged abortionists in Massachusetts, but that not a single convic¬ 
tion had been obtained. Even during the 1870s, Anthony Comstock, the 
principal single figure tracking down and exposing abortionists, com¬ 
plained privately of the dilatoriness or outright dereliction of duty of dis¬ 
trict attorneys in prosecuting those accused by Comstock of performing 
abortions. Comstock said in 1874 that he led a raid in Chicago on a group 
of abortionists, arresting eleven in three days, but the courts did no more 
than levy fines on them, although he thought the lawbreakers deserved im¬ 
prisonment. And later students of Comstock’s activities confirmed that the 
proportion of convictions among accusations against abortionists was 
lower than for any of his other moral campaigns. Moreover, much to 
Comstock’s chagrin, some of those he managed to convict obtained par- 



dons. Even as late as 1889 another opponent of abortion complained that 
it was a “well-known fact that [abortionists] are rarely indicted and more 
rarely convicted. 

Since not all persons, by any means, were obeying the laws against abor¬ 
tion, the question naturally arises as to what groups or interests were 
pressing this new stringency in regard to abortion. Many modern writers 
on the subject have asserted or simply assumed that the strengthening of 
the laws against abortion resulted from religious or ecclesiastical consider¬ 
ations and pressures. Modern political struggles over the repeal of those 
19th-century statutes would seem to support such an interpretation. Re¬ 
ligious groups, particularly the Roman Catholic church, have in the 20th 
century been in the forefront of defending anti-abortion laws. And it is 
true, of course, that the Roman Catholic church has opposed abortion as a 
matter of religious doctrine for centuries. The historical inference drawn 
from that fact, however, is quite wrong. 

It is wrong on two counts. At the time these statutes were enacted in the 
19th century, Roman Catholics simply did not constitute a political force 
of sufficient size and weight to influence the legislatures. Catholics were 
not powerful enough to enact such legislation against the will of Prot¬ 
estants, who not only far outnumbered the Catholics but occupied virtually 
all the principal offices of the state and federal governments. In short, 
all of the anti-abortion statutes of the 19th century must be attributed 
to the Protestants; Roman Catholics, of course, were quite in agreement 
with them. 

Yei; it would be a mistake to emphasize the Protestantism of those who 
put the laws on the books, for that is the second reason it is wrong to see 
church influence at work here. No churches of any denomination were 
especially interested in the matter at,the time the laws were passed, what¬ 
ever they may have become later. James Mohr systematically surveyed the 
religious press during the 1850s and 1860s, when the campaign against 
abortion began to cause changes in state laws on the subject. Yet he found 
very little interest in the cause, even among Roman Catholic newspapers 
and journals. Indeed, not until 1869 did the American Catholic bishops 
make a general and broad pronoucement on abortion, one that echoed the 
general principles laid down that same year by Pope Pius IX. Furthermore, 
Mohr found that as late as 1871 most Protestant denominations had taken 
no stand on abortion. Only small and uninfluential denominations like the 
Congregationalists on the state level had done so. 

If religious leaders and denominations were not in the forefront of the 




movement to reduce or eliminate abortions by legal means, who was? The 
answer seems to be the medical profession. As we have seen, most of the 
information on the extent and character of, and attitudes toward abortion 
during the 19th century has been drawn from the voluminous literature 
and propaganda produced by individual physicians and medical societies 
in their efforts to educate the public about the medical facts of abortion 
and to influence legislators to take strong action against the practice. The 
issue that particularly distressed the medical profession was the distinction 
that many people, particularly women, made between an abortion before 
quickening and one after. Few women were prepared to countenance an 
interruption of pregnancy after quickening, but at the same time they 
viewed an interruption prior to quickening as without harm or moment. 
After all, the common law had long considered the death of a child in the 
womb after quickening as a serious offense, though usually not as serious 
as the killing of an infant once it had passed outside the womb. Not until 
the 1840s did that distinction begin to break down. 

The ending of the distinction must be attributed to the educational cam¬ 
paign of the doctors, a campaign that apparently received its primary im¬ 
petus from new medical knowledge. Not until 1827 was the existence of 
the human egg established as a scientific fact. Before that time, and as far 
back as the early 17th century, when the Dutch biologist Anton van Leeu¬ 
wenhoek first saw human sperm under the microscope, it had been be¬ 
lieved by most, though not by all, students of the subject, that the sperm 
contained a miniature person, which grew into a baby within the “nest,” 
so to speak, of the woman’s womb. A minority of scientists, who came to 
be called “ovists,” argued, more from analogy than from observed fact, 
that human beings also developed from eggs, and that the sperm merely 
activated the egg’s development. Thus what is spoken of today as the 
moment of conception, the time when egg and sperm unite, had no specific 
meaning or even conceptualization for people at the opening of the 19th 
century. About all that physicians and lay people alike knew was that at 
some point after sexual intercourse the male sperm (or egg) began to de¬ 
velop into a recognizably potential human being. For most of the century 
there was no reliable medical test of pregnancy for the first few months ex¬ 
cept the cessation of the menses, and that, of course, was not always reli¬ 
able, either. The most obvious time when fertilization could be most con¬ 
fidently established was the point at which the mother perceived 
movement within her belly. Hence the belief by many women, even in the 
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middle of the 19th century, that, until quickening, life had not com¬ 
menced. 

With the scientific establishment of the existence of the ovum apd the 
idea of conception as the moment at which sperm united with egg to begin 
the process of growth that would eventuate in a baby, the whole matter 
took on a new aspect. Since the process from conception to birth was now 
viewed as continuous, whatever sanctity had been attached to the life of 
the fetus after quickening now had to be extended to the full life of the 
fetus before quickening began, that is, from the moment of conception. 
This reasoning was clearly evident in the arguments of physicians and 
laymen alike in their attacks upon the common practice of condon¬ 
ing abortion so long as it occurred prior to quickening. In 1872 Dr. 
Hugh Hodge admitted that the medical profession had shifted its ground 
when the new knowledge of conception was gained. “If . . . the profes¬ 
sion in former times, from the imperfect state of their physiological knowl¬ 
edge, had, in any degree undervalued the importance of foetal life,” he as¬ 
serted, “they have fully redeemed their error and they now call upon the 
legislatures of the land ... to stay the progress of this destructive evil of 
criminal abortion.” 

One measure of the influence of the new medical understanding of con¬ 
ception on the actions of physicians is that the literature produced by doc¬ 
tors and their organizations against abortion emphasized this reason, vir¬ 
tually ignoring the dangers to women from abortion. Some physicians, to 
be sure, did tell women that abortion posed a threat to their health and 
lives, but it was usually in passing and never the main reason why an abor¬ 
tion was denied. Most argued that the death of the fetus was the principal 
objection. Again and again physicians told of their having to explain to 
women who asked them for abortions that life began at conception and 
therefore an abortion was equivalent to murder. In fact, in 1872 in its 
Report, the Committee on Criminal Abortions of the New York State 
Medical Society went so far as to say that it would have liked to denomi¬ 
nate abortion “murder” and punishable by death. Only the fear that no 
convictions would result with such a penalty prevented the committee 
from making the recommendation. Other physicians were not so prag¬ 
matic. “The battle will be more than half won” against abortion, wrote 
one who referred to the crime as “foeticide,” when abortion and infan¬ 
ticide were recognized to be the same and therefore deserved the same 
penalty—namely, death, “if maliciously committed.” 


The doctors’ lack of primary concern for women in opposing abortion 
also came through in another way. Frequently the medical opponents of 
abortion resorted to ideological or philosophical rather than medical or 
scientific reasons for their objections. In such cases it became clear that 
new scientific knowledge was not the only impetus behind the campaign 
against abortion. For to those doctors, abortion threatened the traditional 
role of women in the family. The Report of the American Medical Associa¬ 
tion’s Committee on Criminal Abortion in 1871 denounced abortion be¬ 
cause it violated the laws of God and Nature. Quite unscientifically, one 
would have thought, it quoted the Bible, and St. Paul in particular, on the 
need of human beings to multiply. Those women who sought abortions, 
the report declared, violated their role and purpose in life. Such a woman 
“becomes unmindful of the course marked out for her by Providence 
. . . overlooks the duties imposed on her by the marriage contract. . . . 
Such is not the intention of the Deity with regard to woman; such is not 
the character of her high destiny. 

When one physician listed four reasons why abortions were rightly con¬ 
sidered a crime, the danger to the health of the potential mother was men¬ 
tioned only as a proper punishment. Abortion was a crime, he wrote, 
against the state because it reduced the population; against the family; 
against women—for any woman “systematically producing abortion upon 
herself will as assuredly suffer, as that natural laws attach penalties to their 
transgressions.” He concluded the list with an equally non-medical objec¬ 
tion to abortion by saying it was a crime “against the welfare of the Soul.” 
At the end of the century, one physician who accepted the idea of a thera¬ 
peutic abortion—a principle enshrined in every state law on the subject— 
nevertheless asserted that women were designed for childbirth. “Either let 
them and the men totally abstain from coition or else consent to be 
mothers and fathers,” he declared. Dr. Augustus K. Gardner, a popular 
writer on medical matters, called a wife who sought an abortion a “mar¬ 
ried shirk, who disregards her divinely-ordained duty.” One physician was 
so hostile to the possibility that women might abort themselves that he 
seriously suggested that schools cease to teach physiology to girls so that 
they could have no thought or understanding of how to abort them¬ 
selves. 

The logic of the medical men, if not their vehemence, in opposing abor¬ 
tion was widely accepted, as the changes in the law'S make clear. One 
layman writing on marriage set forth the priorities clearly in giving his 
reasons why abortion must not be permitted: “first, to save the life of a 


human being [the fetus], and second to rescue you [the husband] but above 
all, your excellent wife, from the commission of the sin of damnation.” 
Even a friend of women like Alice B. Stockham placed more emphasis 
upon the threat to the fetus than to women. “The woman who produces 
abortion, or allows it to be produced,” she warned her readers, “risks her 
own health and life in the act, and commits the highest crime in the calen¬ 
dar, for she takes the life of her own child. She defrauds the child of its 
right to existence.” 

As these remarks by Stockham make plain, the life-at-stake argument 
against abortion carried great weight even with those who might be ex¬ 
pected to support abortion because of their interest in women’s rights. 
Even Ezra Heywood, who was an outspoken sexual radical during the 
1880s, wrote that “this murderous practice is unworthy of Free Lovers; 
they accept and rear the child, but take care that the next one be born of 
choice, not by accident.” And Dr. Edward Bliss Foote, who was one of the 
few medical men to advocate and to disseminate information about con¬ 
traception, never condoned abortion, even though he recognized that it 
was “now so prevalent among married people.” Eliza Duffey, who could 
almost always be counted on to defend and expand the rights of women 
within marriage, as we have seen on several occasions, nonetheless stigma¬ 
tized abortion as “murder.” In short, as Linda Gordon concluded in her 
history of birth control, during the 19th century feminists and free lovers 
alike condemned abortion because it destroyed a human being. In fact, 
they pointed to the prevalence of abortion as a strong reason why volun¬ 
tary motherhood was necessary; it would protect women against the temp¬ 
tation to commit the crime of abortion. 

About the only people who publicly supported abortion in the 19th cen¬ 
tury were the abortionists themselves, and they usually discreetly confined 
their advocacy to their deliberately ambiguous advertisements. A. M. 
Mauriceau, who was married to the most notorious abortionist in New 
York City, came the closest of anyone to recommending abortion outright. 
In the hands of “a skilled physician” in the early stages of pregnancy, he 
advised in 1847, abortion “has proved perfectly safe, recovery following in 
about three days.” He further assured his readers that when properly 
carried out there was little danger. “A skilful and practised obstetrician 
will impart no pain,” he wrote encouragingly.^"^ 

Mauriceau’s rather back-handed defense of abortion may have been 
quite rare, but the fact remains that ordinary women were having abor¬ 
tions or aborting themselves. And if the crisis mentality displayed in the 


writings of the medical profession means anything, the number of abor¬ 
tions was surely rising in the middle decades of the 19th century rather 
than falling. To ordinary women abortions may have been undesirable, 
perhaps even criminal, but presumably the interruption of pregnancy was 
a way out of a situation that’was even less endurable. 

Already in the 1850s, advocates of voluntary motherhood, like Henry C. 
Wright, were suggesting that the prevalance of abortion had to be under¬ 
stood as a bad alternative to a worse fate. “It is no matter of wonder,” 
Wright contended in 1858, “that abortions are purposely procured; it is to 
me a matter of wonder that a single child, undesignedly begotten and 
reluctantly conceived, is ever suffered to mature in the organism of the 
mother. Her whole nature repels it.” He said that many mothers had told 
him that they would have “gladly strangled their children, born of un¬ 
desired maternity, at birth, could they do so with safety to themselves.” 
Addressing himself to husbands, Wright gave voice to the feelings that 
must have been behind the actions of many women who went to an abor¬ 
tionist. When a husband imposes maternity on his wife, Wright asserted, 
“she does not feel that it is her child. She may regard it as yours, but can¬ 
not acknowledge it as her own.” A wife, forced by her husband into ma¬ 
ternity, “is not prepared to bear the cross and endure the crucifixion. In¬ 
stantly, her soul is filled with murderous intent. She resolves to nip and 
crush the opening bud of life—to procure abortion,—that is, to commit 
the deed of ante-natal childmurder.” 

Not all abortions, of course, originated from this kind of reaction on the 
part of women, but that Wright found examples of it in his interviews 
suggests that some married women, at least, were not accepting maternity 
as something to which they had to submit without consulting their own in¬ 
terest and wishes. Wright told of a woman who was driven to several 
abortions because of the unthinking lust of her husband. After reading 
Wright’s Marriage and Parentage, she raised the matter with her husband, 
who responded with a promise to be more thoughtful of her interests in 
the future.29 

Women themselves, as one might expect, also advanced the kind of 
argument developed by Wright. An anonymous woman wrote in 1866 in 
response to Horatio Storer’s account of the prevalence of abortion that 
“abortion is fearfully frequent even more so than Dr. Storer has assumed,” 
and was rapidly increasing. “The true and greatest cause of abortion,” she 
insisted, “is one hidden from the world, viz.: unhappiness and want of 
consideration towards wives in the marriage relation, the more refined ed- 



ucation of girls, and their subsequent revolting from the degradation of 
being a mere thing—an appendage?’ Recognizing that her argument came 
close to justifying abortion, she denied that such was intended, but, she 
asked, what alternative do women have “who are victims of selfish and 
gross husbands, who are allowed no choice of time or convenience, whose 
hearts ache with disappointment and degradation . . . who go almost into 
the shadow of death, and yet return to make the pilgrimage again and 
again . . . ?” As she wrote in another place, women had a powerful 
reason to limit their fertility: “if the blessed, benevolent suggestion of the 
general use of chloroform could be adopted, the world would hear less of 
abortion.” Mere appeals to the duty of women will not convince them, she 
asserted, for the price women must pay for maternity is too high to be met 
by mere talk or argument.^® 

Alice Stockham, as we have seen, did not condone abortion, but, like the 
anonymous woman just quoted, she did not absolve men of responsibility 
in the matter of abortions. “As long as men feel that they have a right to 
indulgence of the passions under the law, no matter what the circum¬ 
stances, what the condition of the wife, or the probabilities of maternity, 
so long will the spirit of rebellion take possession of women and the temp¬ 
tation to enter their souls to relieve themselves of this unsought burden. 

It is impossible to know for sure how widespread the kind of reasoning 
that lay behind the arguments of the proponents of voluntary motherhood 
were. But the steady decline in the fertility of American women throughout 
the 19th century suggests it was not small. And the estimates from James 
Mohr already mentioned suggest it was rather widespread. Nor, given the 
vagueness of the evidence, can we tell whether the upsurge that became 
noticeable in the middle years of the 19th century declined by the turn into 
the 20th century. Certainly the practice of abortion did not end. Mohr, on 
the basis of his study of the enactment of stricter and more comprehensive 
anti-abortion statutes during the last three decades of the 19th century, 
concluded that fewer and fewer married women resorted to abortion. His 
reasoning is that improved and more socially acceptable contraceptives 
reduced the need for abortion as a birth control measure. That may well 
be, but certainly many married women in the 20th century before abortion 
was legalized in the 1970s resorted to that answer to their unwanted preg¬ 
nancies. As we have seen already, a study in the 1920s reported that about 
one out of four pregnancies ended with a criminal abortion not very 
much higher than Mohr’s estimate for the 19th century.^2 

Few physicians in the late 19th century thought that the number was 


falling off. A comment of the New York Medical Journal in 1883 suggests, 
too, the significance of women’s continued recourse to abortion. After set¬ 
ting forth elaborate arguments against abortion, the Journal closed with 
the admission that “the great majority of persons,” even those of high edu¬ 
cation and moral sensitivity, would not agree with its opposition to abor¬ 
tion. In fact, the Journal continued, “we should be surprised ... to find 
one woman, unless educated in medicine, agreeing with us, for in this mat¬ 
ter the ordinary conscientiousness of the sex is warped and twisted out of 
its symmetry by selfish considerations, unconsciously no doubt, none the 
less, certainly.” And, of course, that was precisely what the rise in abor¬ 
tions in the 19th century and after has signified. It was yet another in¬ 
stance of women’s push for greater autonomy within the family. What the 
Journal called “selfish considerations” we have been referring to as indi¬ 
viduality, a sense of self-interest and identity among women—their recog¬ 
nition that they had interests and identities separate from men, children, 
and the family as a whole. 

The upsurge in abortions in the 19th century was an even more striking 
measure of women’s increasing concern with their own individual interests 
than the spread of contraception was. For, unlike most means of con¬ 
traception, abortion does not depend upon male agreement or coopera¬ 
tion. Above all, it asserts the complete sovereignty of woman over her 
body. It is the supreme assertion of individualism, since the claims of the 
woman are judged to be superior to those of the man, whose contribution 
to conception, at least, is precisely equal, genetically, to that of the 
woman. In fact, one might say that simply because abortion was the asser¬ 
tion of women’s complete control over her body, at the expense of both 
child and husband, the 19th century could not condone it. Not even femin¬ 
ist women were yet far enough advanced in their assertion of women’s in¬ 
dividuality and self-interest to accept abortion—at least not in public. In 
private many women did assert that autonomy by simply having abortions 
even when they were illegal. But clearly it was a last resort, not an asserted 
right. Most women, so far as we can tell from theii public remarks and be¬ 
havior, accepted the anti-abortion laws that were enacted in the last three 
decades of the 19th century. To that extent they acquiesced in the principle 
that women’s self-interest was not superior to the interest of the family. 

Not until well into the 20th century was the consensus on the un¬ 
desirability, not to say evil, of abortion broken. In 1910 in Sex in Relation 
to Society Havelock Ellis agreed that most anti-abortion laws were reason- 



able but suggested that there might be reasons for permitting abortions 
under certain circumstances. An unconventional physician and writer on 
sexual matters, Dr. William J. Robinson, was probably the first American 
to suggest that there were reasons in addition to saving the life of the 
mother for an abortion. He made the tentative argument in 1911, yet as 
late as 1917 Birth Control Review was still stigmatizing abortion as “child 
murder.” And though there was a rise in abortions in the 1920s and 1930s 
it was not until the depression years that other physicians picked up Ro¬ 
binson’s lead. In fact, in 1933 Robinson himself went far beyond his 1911 
statement, arguing in a new public statement that all restrictive laws 
should be repealed and the protection of the fetus abandoned. It was dur¬ 
ing the 1930s that popular magazines for the first time felt free to discuss 
the issue though none then advocated the legalization of abortion. Public 
acceptance of abortion was still more than a generation in the future.^"* 

Seen against the broad canvas of humanitarian thought and practice in 
Western society from the 17th to the 20th century, the expansion of the 
definition of life to include the whole career of the fetus rather than only 
the months after quickening is quite consistent. It was in line with a 
number of movements to reduce cruelty and to expand the concept of the 
sanctity of life. The reduction, in the course of the 19th century, in the use, 
or elimination of the death penalty, the peace movement, the abolition of 
torture and whipping in connection with crimes all represented steps in 
that centuries-long movement. The prohibiting of abortion was but the 
most recent effort in that larger concern. 

Measured against that development, the legalization of abortion in the 
last quarter of the 20th century can only appear as a reversal of a hitherto 
unreversed trend. For the legalization of abortion once again constricted 
the definition of life to what it was at the opening of the 19th century. The 
point here is not to offer an argument against the legalization of abortion 
but to throw into relief the significance of that reversal for the history of 
women and the family. It suggests how far women have come in defining 
themselves as individuals within the family. Their bodies, with the new ac¬ 
ceptance of abortion, are truly their own, at the disposal of neither their 
unborn offspring nor of their husbands. It is quite true that many hus¬ 
bands are as happy as their wives to end an unwanted pregnancy. But that 
is not the heart of the matter. The laws as they now stand, and the values 
of the society that enacted those laws, allow a woman to have an abortion 
even if the husband does not agree. In that sense, the woman is truly the 


final authority; she is the sovereign of her body. It is, in short, not acciden¬ 
tal that the feminist movement of the late 20th century took up the cause 
of abortion. For that was the last legal denial of women’s individuality. 

The legalization of abortion went beyond equality. It gave to women the 
power to veto the husband’s act and to extinguish the fetus, which was the 
product of that act. To that extent the law and society gave women fi¬ 
nal authority over the size of the family, for no husband can compel a 
woman to have an abortion nor legally deny her the right to have one. In 
fact, married women today have it fully in their power to determine 
whether they will have a family at all. 

Control over fertility was only one aspect of marriage in which 19th- 
century women exerted their individuality and affected the interpersonal 
relationships that constitute the family. Intimately connected with fertility 
is sexuality. In the course of the 19th century, women were able to assert 
their individuality and self-interest in regard to sexuality, too. It is to the 
complicated question of women’s sexuality and its relation to marriage 
and the family that we turn in the next two chapters. 


XI 


Women’s Sexuality 
in 19th-Century America 
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At Odds 

ally quote him. For example, Steven Marcus in his influential study of Vic¬ 
torian attitudes toward sexuality The Other Victorians (1966) and Nathan 
Hale, Jr. in his acclaimed book Freud and the Americans (1971) both 
draw upon the writings of Dr. William Acton to support their view that 
women s sexuality was either denied or absent in the middle of the 19th 
century. Acton’s Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs, 
which went through several editions in both England and the United States 
during the middle years of the 19th century, was undoubtedly one of the 
most widely quoted books on sexual problems and diseases in the English- 
speaking world. The book summed up medical opinion on women’s sexu¬ 
ality in the following striking language: “The majority of women (happily 
for them) are not very much troubled with sexual feelings of any kind. 
What men are habitually, women are only exceptionally.”^ Acton’s rather 
self-revealing dictum was quoted approvingly by contemporaries as well as 
by historians. 

Such agreement between contemporaries and later historians on the ab¬ 
sence of, or at least dearth of, sexual feelings in 19th-century women is 
particularly striking because that had not always been either the popular 
or medical view of women’s sexuality. In writing about women’s sexuality 
in pre-industrial Europe, historian Richard Vann notes that “the physio¬ 
logical theories of the Middle Ages, which still prevailed in modified form, 
held that women were more capable of sexual pleasure than men. Men 
were advised to exercise precautions lest the libidinous nature of women 
break forth. Prior to marriage a woman was to remain chaste to control 
her sexuality. Once she married, Vann continues, “it was considered her 
husband s responsibility to ensure his wife’s faithfulness by seeing that her 
libidousness urgings were never aroused.” As a result, the marriage man¬ 
uals of 16rh- and 17th-century Europe gave advice, Vann notes, “exactly 
the reverse of which such books counsel today. They admonished the hus¬ 
band not to arouse his wife to any expectation of sexual pleasure.” Rabe¬ 
lais in Gargantua and Pantagruel has a chapter in which one of the charac¬ 
ters declared that “cuckoldry naturally attendeth marriage.” And the 
reason was that a woman’s womb, which he termed “an animal,” was so 
demanding. The only way “that the said animal can be satiated—if it be 
possible that it can be contented or satisfied,” he avowed, was “by that 
aliment which nature hath provided for it out of the epididymeal store¬ 
house of man. English historian Keith Thomas has pointed out that the 
rise of witchcraft persecution in the 15th and 16th centuries coincided 
with the general belief that women were sexually more avid than men. He 



quoted Robert Burton asking in 1621, “of women’s unnatural unsatiable 
lust, what country, what village does not complain?” ^ Two recent students 
of American marriage manuals point out that during the 17th and 18th 
centuries much emphasis was placed upon the sexual arousal, pleasure, 
and satisfaction of women. The clitoris, for example, was spoken of as 
analogous to the penis, and the reader was advised to use it to encourage 
“the action excited in coition until the paroxysm alters the sensation,” as 
one manual put it. Aristotle's Master Piece, a work of erotica and pseudo¬ 
gynecology that circulated widely in the 18th and very early 19th century, 
similarly assumed the sexual interest of women. One scholar has counted 
at least one hundred editions of the book prior to 1830; yet he has not 
found a single word of complaint about the book in any newspaper or pe- 
riodiical."^ 

Cases of adultery in 18th-century America also reveal the acceptance of 
the idea that women’s sexuality could be strong. In one such suit, for ex¬ 
ample, the man excused his adultery with a married woman by contending 
that she had told him “She would Never do without a man” and that if he 
did not sleep with her “She should with Some other Man.” He then went 
on to say that he had to admit that “She was the best for that game that 
ever he meet with.” In another instance, a male lover was heard to ask 
“while he was upon her . . . if it felt good.” After the lover had gone, the 
woraan “said he was a glorious hand.” Some men in the 18th century also 
gave some thought to women’s sexual pleasure; in one of the adultery 
cases, a lover was reported to have said, “I have not made out so well as 1 
intended to for I have fired my charge too soon.” The woman involved 
was quite understanding. “That is no strange thing,” she said, “for my 
Husband has done so often when he had been gone a few Nights.”^ 

This frank recognition of women’s sexual needs and desires persisted in 
the marriage manuals in the early 19th century at least down to the middle 
of the century. Normal sexual relations for a married couple were placed 
at four to five times a week by these manuals and they recommended that 
the wife experience an orgasm along with her husband. The old idea that 
women’s sexual desires were insatiable seems to have lingered on, too, 
though disguised as an admonition to women and a warning to men. “A 
modest female,” wrote one early 19th-century marriage counselor, “will 
be found always to possess . . . sufficient degree of effeminate decorum 
not to outstrip her sex, and play the harlot, even though her passions be 
strong.” By the same token, however, the writer continued, “she ought not 
to be denied what a healthy husband ought to be able to give.” The 


translator of a French work on marriage in 1839 admitted that it was “a 
very general impression” that women were more lustful than men, but he 
did not himself think so. Nevertheless, he later went on to tell of a prosti¬ 
tute who married and remained faithful to her husband. The writer 
thought that behavior exceptional, given his understanding of women’s 
sexuality. “It is an established truth,” he asserted, “that females who have 
given themselves up to profligacy in their youth can rarely afterwards sat¬ 
isfy their venereal desires in the embraces of one man.” Charles Knowlton, 
in his widely circulated tract on birth control which first appeared in 1832, 
felt called upon to remind “every young married woman . . . that the 
male system is exhausted in a far greater degree than the female by gratifi¬ 
cation.” And as late as 1847, one advice book warned young couples that 
men, as compared with women, were more easily exhausted by sexual ac¬ 
tivity.^ 

The advice books of the early 19th century could also be quite explicit 
in describing women’s sexual anatomy. Knowlton, for example, asserted 
quite matter of factly that the male’s role in reproduction “consists in ex¬ 
citing the orgasm of the female and depositing the semen in the vagina.” 
The clitoris was described by one handbook in 1839 as analogous to the 
penis, while Frederick Hollick, a popular medical adviser, called it in 1850 
“the principal seat of venereal excitement.” Nor were these early writers 
hesitant in describing that venereal excitement. “In both sexes,” wrote 
Hollick, “when union is really desired and no obstacle interferes,” sexual 
intercourse “leads to the highest and most absorbing excitement that ani¬ 
mated beings can experience. Both beings are thrown into a species of 
mental ecstasy and bodily fever, during which all other thoughts and func¬ 
tions are totally suspended, and all the vital forces are concentrated in the 
Reproductive system.” Hollick admitted that in the female the orgasm is 
not always experienced, but “when it does occur,” he continued, “it is 
exhibited in the same way as in the other sex, though often much more in¬ 
tensely, being accompanied by cries and convulsive motions of the most 
energetic character.” 

If some of these writers merely equated male and female sexuality, 
others stressed women’s interest in sexual expression. Thomas Hersey, for 
example, in his Midwife’s Practical Directory or, Woman’s Confidential 
Friend, published in 1836, conceded that women’s reproductive powers 
ceased with the ending of the menses, but, he continued, that was not true 
of their sexual passion, which “often increased beyond that period, and in 
many, continues in a greater or less degree to an extreme age.” Hersey also 









observed that, though many women think that they can tell whether they 
have conceived “from peculiar sensations, nervous tumults, sexual emo¬ 
tions, and exquisite local feelings,” in fact, conception does not depend 
upon women’s feelings.® Nonetheless, the existence, and one might add, 
persistence of this folk belief were further evidence that, to the popular 
mind, as well as to the medical mind, the sexual drives of women were a 
reality. Hollick even advised his readers that intercourse during menstrua¬ 
tion was permissible if neither participant objected on grounds of fastidi¬ 
ousness. He personally concluded that the optimum time was that at 
which women’s organs were receptive, a time he thought occurred immedi¬ 
ately after the cessation of the menstrual flow. (For most of the 19th cen¬ 
tury, as we have observed in previous pages, physicians were confused 
about the meaning of the menses. Virtually all of them thought it was, as 
Hollick did here, analogous to estrus, or ovulation, in animals.) 

This unanimity on the reality of women’s sexuality was broken some¬ 
time during the 1840s and 1850s. A whole new literature on sexual behav¬ 
ior then came forward, in which women’s sexuality was either played 
down or virtually denied. Acton’s book, cited earlier, was one of the most 
prominent examples of this literature. It was the sudden emergence of this 
body of writing that gave birth to the idea, widespread in subsequent 
years, that women’s sexuality was denied or suppressed in 19th-century 
America. Some historians who later read this literature often took these 
writings to be expressions of the actual practices and common beliefs of 
the time rather than what they were: a new ideology of sexual behavior, 
which was being advanced to counter the traditional one, which had rec¬ 
ognized and encouraged women’s sexuality. Some of the interpretations 
by modern historians of that new literature were in error. 

To be quite fair, it is not surprising that these nev/ writings on women’s 
sexuality were misinterpreted by some historians. For most of this litera¬ 
ture, like Acton’s book, was couched in language that reads like descrip¬ 
tion. The writers seem to be describing rather than recommending behav¬ 
ior, and that has been the way historians have interpreted them. But when 
the books are examined more closely, the prescriptive or normative char¬ 
acter of these works comes through. A close reading of Acton’s The Func¬ 
tions and Disorders, for example, reveals in several places his desire to es¬ 
tablish a new and presumably a “higher” standard of sexual attitude and 
behavior. After pointing out that publicists strongly condemned sexual 
relations outside marriage, he earnestly asked, “But should we stop there? 
I think not. The audience should be informed that, in the present state of 



society, the sexual appetites must not be fostered; and experience teaches 
those who have the largest means of information on the matter, that self- 
control must be exercised.” But so far, he persisted, no one has “dared 
publicly to advocate . . . this necessary regulation of the sexual feelings or 
training to continence.” Yet that is precisely, of course, what he would like 
to have happen, and what he was in fact advocating. Or later, when he 
was discussing women in particular, it became clear that he was arguing 
for his own idea of proper behavior and not merely describing prevalent 
practices, “The best mothers, wives, and managers of households,” he 
pointedly observed, “know little or nothing of sexual indulgence. Love of 
home, children, and domestic duties are the only passions that they feel,” 
he told his readers.® 

A similar mixture of prescription and description can be found in other 
works of the second half of the 19th century that played down sexuality. 
One such was Dr. John Kellogg’s Plain Facts for Old and Young, which 
was published in 1881 and sold over 300,000 copies by 1910 in some five 
editions. Like Acton, Kellogg made clear that he thought sex was too dom¬ 
inant in the thoughts of Americans. As we look around us today, he con¬ 
tended, “it would appear that the opportunity for sensual gratification has 
come to be, in the world at large, the chief attraction between the sexes. If 
to these observations we add the filthy disclosures constantly made in 
police court and scandal suits, we have a powerful confirmation of the 
opinion,” he insisted. It was this excess that he was fighting in his book, 
which was ostensibly a compendium of information on the relations be¬ 
tween the sexes, marriage, and health. One way he sought to achieve his 
end was forcefully to argue against the view that continence in men was 
deleterious to health. He admitted that the medical profession at the time 
was not in agreement on the amount of sexual activity permissible in mar¬ 
riage. “A very few hold that the sexual act should never be indulged in ex¬ 
cept for the purpose of reproduction, and then only at periods when repro¬ 
duction will be possible. Others, while equally opposed to the excesses 
. . . limit indulgence to the number of months in the year.” Kellogg’s own 
preference was that human beings should take their cue from animals, who 
have intercourse for procreation only, and then at widely spaced intervals. 
But instead of heeding this advice, he noted regretfully, “the lengths to 
which married people carry excesses is perfectly astonishing.” 

Kellogg was not alone in using the analogy of animal behavior in ad¬ 
vocating the new ideology of restraint in sexual behavior. But he went far¬ 
ther than most by making an overt defense of the analogy. In the course of 







that defense he revealed that he was pushing a new conception of sexuality 
and not simply describing the attitudes or practices of the 19th century. He 
told his readers that, in the modern age of biology, analogies with animal 
behavior were extremely valuable in ascertaining nature s purpose. It is 
by this method of investigation that most of the important truths of physi¬ 
ology have been developed; and the plan is universally acknowledged to be 
a proper and logical one.” Then he launched into a denunciation of those 
men who used their wives as harlots, “having no other end but pleasure.” 
Among animals, he pointedly observed, reproduction was the only end, 
and intercourse took place only that one or two times a year when repro¬ 
duction was possible. But by the time Kellogg reached the place in his 
book at which he defended the analogy with animals he had already re¬ 
vealed that his purpose in invoking the analogy was reformist and norma- 

tive, not simply scientific and logical. 

In the early pages of his book, in making a different normative point— 
namely, the need to protect children from premature sexual experi¬ 
ence—he told of a parent whose adolescent children often played games in 
the nude. When admonished for permitting this practice, the parent replied 
that it was only natural. “Perfectly harmless; just like little pigs!” Kellogg 
quoted the parent as replying. Kellogg’s comment this time, however, was 
quite different from that which he would make later m his book: as 
though pigs were models for human beings!” 

In the end, Kellogg virtually admitted that his “plain facts” were neither 
plain nor facts, but prescriptions and hopes. “There will be many, he 
concluded, “the vast majority, perhaps, who will not bring their minds to 
accept the truth which nature seems to teach, which would confine sexual 
acts to reproduction only.” And so in view of that recognition he went on 
to offer his readers a form of birth control! 

The advice books of the time were not alone in making references to 
women’s alleged lack of sexual interest. Medical writers did, too. Some 
doctors, in writing for their fellows, noted that many women showed no 
interest in sexual relations. Interestingly enough, those who did make such 
reference usually deplored the phenomenon. Dr, Ely Van de Warker, for 
instance, stressed the naturalness of orgasms in women; yet he was com¬ 
pelled to admit in 1878 that “there is every reason to believe that there 
exists a large class of women ... who remain ignorant through life of 
these sensations.” And in 1882 Dr. Charles Taylor also referred to the 
view that women have “less sexual feeling than men” and that some peo¬ 
ple even go so far as to claim that “as a rule women have practically 



nothing of what is understood as sexual passion.” As many as three- 
quarters of married women, he had been told, took no pleasure in the sex¬ 
ual act. “I admit the facts,” he conceded, “but deny the conclusion.” 

The true character of women’s sexuality, Taylor asserted, cannot be as¬ 
certained from its manifestations in modern society. Modern civilization, 
he contended, is “hard on women” because it suppresses their sexuality. It 
is true that girls do not have the early provocation to sexual activity that 
boys have with their erections and nocturnal emissions in early puberty, he 
pointed out. And so the two sexes cannot be expected to have the same in¬ 
terest in sexual activity in the early years. But for mature women, he 
thought the principal reason for the prevalence of the view that women 
lacked sexual feelings was the “vigorous repression and mental influences” 
that are exerted by society from the earliest years to keep women ignorant. 
He stressed that girls masturbated at an early age, and that other signs of 
women’s sexual feelings made quite clear that their sexual drives are 
“stronger than the average sentiment accredits them with.” 

“How then,” Taylor quite properly asked, “does the belief obtain that 
the sexual desire is feeble in women? The fact is, that civilized women live 
in an atmosphere at once false, strained, and unnatural so far as relates to 
their sexual life.” And the root of the matter, he continued, was “the belief 
of many that erotic sensations in women are immoral, degrading and to be 
suppressed by all the power of will.” Taylor saw this belief as having two 
consequences. In the majority of cases, “it diminishes the natural sexual 
sense; in a certain number it practically destroys it.” The second conse¬ 
quence is that, for a minority of women, “directing the attention to the 
subject, stimulates and increases the feeling, sometimes inordinately. The 
result is that few women are natural in their sexual lives.” This repression 
of women, he concluded, “is the greatest evil of modern society.” 

William A. Hammond, onetime Surgeon General of the United States 
Army, was another physician who recognized as a common conception in 
1887 that women had “far less intensity of sexual desire than do men.” 
But, like Taylor, Hammond attributed whatever truth there was to the 
view to the teachings of society rather than to nature. Women were simply 
not permitted to express their feeling as men were, or sometimes they were 
married to unthinking or brutal men, Hammond contended. Better treat¬ 
ment would produce a better result, he advised. Although it was Ham¬ 
mond s view that, generally speaking, “women are slower to reach the 
height of venereal paroxysm than are men,” he thought that “probably in 
a state of nature there is no difference in this respect between men and 



women, but civilization has imposed restrictions on the development of the 
sexual appetite in the one sex, while it has set few or no limits to its exer¬ 
cise in the other.” 

Although the good doctors were undoubtedly right that women in the 
19th century had sexual feelings and that they deserved to be expressed, 
the further conclusion that society (or men) imposed that repression upon 
women may not be the full or complete story. There is no question, to be 
sure, that 19th-century social practices and habsts, especially in public 
forms of expression, played down the outward manifestations of women s 
sexuality. And it is also true that women’s sexuality, unlike men’s, could 
be denied or minimized without endangering women’s reproductive capa¬ 
cities. By the middle years of the 19th century it had become clear to 
physicians, contrary to what most of them had thought previously, that 
conception did not depend upon a woman’s emotional involvement in the 
sexual act. In fact. Dr. J. Marion Sims, one of the leading gynecologists of 
mid-century America, in one of his medical publications told how he had 
overcome a woman’s inability to have a baby because sexual intercourse 
was too painful for her. He recommended that her husband have inter¬ 
course while his wife was comatose with chloroform. Sims proudly re¬ 
ported that conception was thereby achieved. If women’s emotional in¬ 
volvement in conception was not necessary, then to minimize her sexual 
feelings entailed no social loss or cost. Manipulation or control of men s 
sexuality was another matter; it was more difficult to deny since without 
sexual arousal a man could not procreate at all. 

Even though it was and is possible to separate woman’s sexuality from 
her reproductive capacity, it does not automatically follow that men had 
an overriding interest in denying women’s sexuality. In fact, just the op¬ 
posite might obtain. As noticed already, medical doctors in the 19th cen¬ 
tury pointed out that husbands often deplored their wives lack of sexual 
interest. And generally that is what one would expect. The new ideology of 
sexual control or denial was not something that answered most men s sex¬ 
ual preferences. On the contrary, it usually resulted in limiting sexual satis¬ 
faction for men. Men as a gender, in short, had little or no direct interest 
in asserting or spreading a new ideology of sexual control. Women and in¬ 
dividual men with women’s interests at heart, on the other, hand, might 
well have. 

Once one begins to think that women may have had an interest in au¬ 
tonomy within the family, it becomes evident that women themselves 
might well want to minimize or even deny their own sexuality. For one 
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thing it would be a way of reducing pregnancies—the sick headache, as 
some anonymous wit has said, being the oldest form of birth control. The 
frequent references in medical and popular journals to illnesses and physi¬ 
cal debilities of middle-class women may really have been signs of 
women’s efforts to control their husband’s sexuality in the interest of 
lower fertility. Minimizing or denying women’s sexuality may also have 
been a way of achieving autonomy within marriage. As Nancy Cott has 
recently pointed out, by asserting their own lack of sexual passion, women 
gained a certain moral superiority over men, who were thereby relegated 
to the status of lesser beings simply because they required fairly frequent 
sexual expression. In short, women would be encouraged to accept a belief 
in their own sexlessness as a way of enhancing their position within the 
family. Furthermore, as a class, women would have a tendency to move in 
this direction if only because sexuality was the primary source of women’s 
subordination to men; it was the force that brought men and women 
together into marriage, the very institution in which the subordination of 
women to men was most clearly accomplished. 

Although one cannot expect to find many women who have left records 
of their negative attitudes toward sexuality because of their wish to control 
their fertility, there are some signs that the connection was consciously 
made. Alice B. Stockham, in her book Tokology, for example, referred to 
the fallacious theory held by some women “that by avoiding the last thrill 
of passion herself, during coition, she can prevent the ovules being dis¬ 
placed to meet the male germs.” Even those women who were not able 
to admit consciously to themselves that they did not want to have more 
children may well have subconsciously projected their dislike of constant 
pregnancies onto sexual intercourse, which, after all, was the source of the 
excessive birthings. In short, it is not necessary to see a conscious or ratio¬ 
nal rejection of sexuality by women to connect that denial to a wish to 
reduce fertility. The point is that statements about women’s lack of sexual 
interest in the 19th century are quite consistent with the argument made in 
these pages that in those years women were pressing for greater autonomy 
and self-respect within the family. Women’s own denial or minimizing of 
sexuality may well have been one of the ways in which that was done. 

Although we have been referring to the denial of sexuality on the part of 
women, that verbal formulation of the matter is undoubtedly too strong. 
For there is sound reason to believe that the issue was not denial but con¬ 
trol of sexuality. One important reason for making that qualification is 
that, despite the assertion by some 19th-century authorities that women 


were without sexual feelings, the medical and popular literature through¬ 
out the century, as well as the testimony of women themselves, continued 
to assert that women were indeed sexual beings. The point asserted by 
most of the so-called repressive literature of the time was that the sexuality 
of women differed from that of men. And the implications of that asser¬ 
tion were that women’s sexual character must not be denied in the name 
of men’s. But first let us listen to those 19th-century men and women who 

continued to assert women’s sexuality. 

Various popular and medical writers plainly declared that sexual en¬ 
joyment was a legitimate part of married life. Dr. Henry Chevasse told the 
readers of his popular advice book, Physical Life of Man and Womany 
published in 1871 that intercourse between married people need not be 
confined to reproduction. “While its first and most important purpose is 
the procreation of the species, there can be no doubt that man is permitted 
this gratification as one of the few legitimate pleasures granted him among 
so many sorrows and cares.” Even more positive was Henry Guernsey in 
Plain Talks on Avoided Subjects (1882): “The sexual relationship is 
among the most important uses of married life; it vivifies the affection for 
each other, as nothing else in the world can, and is a powerful reminder of 
their mutual obligation to each other and to the community in which they 
live.” At the end of the century one medical writer referred to sexual feel¬ 
ings as “this novel instinct which impels love between the sexes, love of 
progeny, love of home, love of purity, and admiration of true manliness 

and true womanliness.” ^ 

Some writers were even more pointed in noting the power of women s 
sexual needs. James Ashton in 1865, in a book on contraception, admitted 
that some women did not experience orgasm, “though they are often ex¬ 
cited and feel a certain degree of pleasure.” But when “orgasm . . . does 
occur in women, it is even more intense than in the other sex, causing con¬ 
vulsive motions and involuntary cries. ... It sometimes happens, he 
continued, “that a female of amative desires is never satisfied with one 
Orgasm, but craves frequent and repeated intercourse, as the indulgence 
does not exhaust her as it does her partner.” Ashton did not even see any 
reason for moderation in the female sexual experience. “The female 
Orgasm, not being produced by any secretion, may be enjoyed without 
particular injury, though it is sometimes apt to affect the nerves.” Eliza¬ 
beth Evans, writing in Abuse of Maternity in 1875, recognized that it is 
often “assumed that passion is much weaker in the female than m the male 
of the human species,” but she thought a realistic appraisal of the facts 



would “show that the difference is entirely training. Many courtesans 
follow their infamous trade because they enjoy it, and many girls called 
‘virtuous’ are so not from choice, but because restraining circumstances 
are too powerful for them to overcome. Many nuns have gone mad or 
sunk into premature decline on account of the strength of ungratified pas¬ 
sion,” she concluded. Dr. Edward B. Foote, perhaps the most outspoken 
advocate of birth control during the 1870s, even to the point of enduring a 
heavy fine for resisting Anthony Comstock’s attacks upon his publications, 
also stressed the pleasure of sex for women. “In women,” he wrote in 
1881, “the clitoris and the erectile tissue of the vagina are the parts, which, 
when acted upon the electricities already referred to, induce sexual excite¬ 
ment.” Medical writers, of course, fully recognized the role of the clitoris 
as the center of women’s sexual excitement and satisfaction, one writer 
calling it’“the most sensitive electrical button.” Another sought to empha¬ 
size its sensitivity by remarking that the clitoris “is furnished with five 
times as many nerves as the penis.” 

Still other writers noted that women were less easily exhausted sexually 
than men. “Perhaps most men learn this lesson soon enough for them¬ 
selves,” wrote an anonymous physician in 1873 in the pamphlet Satan in 
Society, “but a strongly passionate woman may well-nigh ruin a man of 
feebler sexual organization than her own.” Therefore he advised a woman 
that, whatever her own feelings, she should be sufficiently circumspect and 
delicate “to await the advances of her companion before she manifests her 
willingness for his approaches.” One of the few marital guides intended 
for workingmen’s families, published in England in 1886, also pointed out 
that every woman should know that “a man is sooner exhausted by exces¬ 
sive indulgence than a woman. He should, therefore, never be encouraged 
to have connection unless he desires.” Eliza Duffey in 1889 drily drew the 
conclusion from these sexual differences between the sexes that they 
“ought to settle the question of polygamy; for, if either sex may take on 
plurality of partners, it is plainly indicated by the laws of nature that it is 
the woman rather than the man who may do so.” 

Lest it be thought that these proponents of women’s sexuality were 
merely partisans of a cause and therefore suspect as to their represen¬ 
tativeness, other, disinterested witnesses can be called upon. For the recog¬ 
nition of women’s sexual needs and nature comes through in the writings 
of those who have no ax to grind in this regard. Instead, women’s sexual¬ 
ity is something they assumed in the course of writing or commenting 
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orgasm. According to the standard view of 19th-century women’s sexual¬ 
ity, women were not expected to know the term, much less experience one. 
Yet, in constructing the questionnaire in 1892, Clelia Mosher asked not 
only whether the respondents experienced orgasm during intercourse, but 
whether “you always have a venereal orgasm [my italics].” The form of 
the question makes clear that Mosher assumed that female orgasms could 
be expected. Unfortunately, that form of the query also confused the 
meaning of the responses. (Incidentally, of the 45 respondents only 2 
failed to answer this particular question.) What did “no” mean? It could 
mean “not always” or “never” or anything in between. Five of the women 
responded “no” without further comment. The ambiguity of the answer is 
further heightened when we find that in answer to another question, three 
of the women who said simply “no” in regard ,to orgasms said that they 
felt sexual desire, while a fourth said “sometimes but not often” and the 
fifth said sex was “usually a nuisance.” Luckily, however, most of the 
women who answered the question concerning orgasm responded more 
precisely; 35 per cent of them answered “always” or “usually”; another 
40 per cent said “sometimes,” “not always,” or “no,” but with specific in¬ 
stances. In short, about three-quarters of the women experienced one or 
more orgasms sometime in the course of their marriages. If the women 
born before 1875 are taken as a separate group, about 82 per cent experi¬ 
enced at least one orgasm. This figure is about at the level that Kinsey re¬ 
ported in his survey for women born between 1900 and 1920. 

More interesting than the bare statistics are the comments that the 
women made about their sexual experiences. The questionnaire often 
asked quite detailed questions, so that only a sampling of responses can be 
given here to suggest that, among these women at least, sexual expression 
was desired and enjoyed. One question asked what the women thought 
was the purpose of sexual intercourse, and whether it was necessary to 
good health. None of the respondents thought sex was necessary for men 
only, but 13 thought it was necessary for both men and women; 15 of the 
respondents thought sexual intercourse was not a necessity for either sex, a 
point with implications that will be discussed a little later in this chapter. 
Whereas 24 of the women thought that sex was a pleasure for both sexes, 
only one thought it was exclusively a pleasure for men. 

A few of the women clearly did not desire sex as much as their hus¬ 
bands, or as much as the majority of women in the survey. One woman, 
for example, said she did not experience an orgasm until the fifth or sixth 
year of her marriage and that even at the time of her filling out the ques- 
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tionnaire—the early 1890s—she did not experience an orgasm half of the 
time. She conceded that, because of her love for her husband, she “cul¬ 
tivated the passion” because she thought marriage was a compromise. 
Another woman commented that she thought a man’s needs were at least 
twice those of a woman’s, but that, since she was always in good health, 
and intercourse “did not hurt me, ... I always meant to be obliging.” 

But, as the overall responses, already mentioned, make clear, the women 
who only tolerated intercourse were in a decided minority. Sexual inter¬ 
course “makes more normal people,” wrote a woman born in 1857. She 
was not even sure that children were necessary to justify sexual relations 
within marriage. “Even if there are no children,” she remarked, “men love 
their wives more if they continue this relation, and the highest devotion is 
based upon it, a beautiful thing, and I am glad nature gave it to us,” she 
concluded. Another woman, born in 1855, said that a good relationship 
between married people “cannot exist in perfection without sexual inter¬ 
course to a moderate degree.” The only respondent who was divorced and 
remarried testified in 1913 that at age 53 “my passionate feeling has de¬ 
clined somewhat and the orgasm does not always occur,” but intercourse, 
she added, was still “agreeable” to her. 

Several of the women even went so far as to reject reproduction as suf¬ 
ficient justification for sexual relations. Said one woman, “I consider this 
appetite as ranking with other natural appetites and like them to be in¬ 
dulged legitimately and temperately; I consider it illegitimate to risk bring¬ 
ing children into the world under any but most favorable circumstances.” 
This woman was born before 1850 and made her comment after she had 
been married ten years. Another woman, also born before the Civil War, 
denied that reproduction “alone warrants it at all; I think it is only war¬ 
ranted as an expression of true and passionate love. This is the prime con¬ 
dition for a happy conception, I fancy,” A third woman born before 1861 
doubted that sex was a necessity in the same sense as food and drink were, 
but she had no doubt that “the desire of both husband and wife for this 
expression of their union seems to me the first and highest reason for inter¬ 
course. The desire for offspring is a secondary, incidental, although en¬ 
tirely worthy motive, but could never to me make intercourse right unless 
the mutual desire were also present.” She apparently saw a sharp conflict 
between the pleasure of intercourse and reproduction—of the sort that 
modern people refer to as the separation of sexuality from reproduction. It 
was this outlook, of course, that culminated in the ideas of advanced birth- 
control advocates like Margaret Sanger in the 20th century. “My husband 




and I,” this woman said in 1893, “believe in intercourse for its own 
sake—we wish it for ourselves and spiritually miss it, rather than physi¬ 
cally, when it does not occur, because it is the highest, most sacred expres¬ 
sion of our oneness. On the other hand, even a slight risk of pregnancy, 
and then we deny ourselves the intercourse, feeling all the time that we are 
losing that which keeps us closest to each other.” 

Although the Mosher Survey is unique in being the only systematic sur¬ 
vey of women’s attitudes on sex during the 19th century, there are other 
pieces of evidence to show that women themselves were far from con¬ 
vinced that they lacked sexual feelings or that they had no need for, or 
right to, sexual satisfaction. In a long essay “Marriage” among the papers 
of the Grimke sisters are some strong opinions on this matter, written 
sometime after 1855. (It is not clear which of the sisters, Angelina or 
Sarah, actually wrote the essay. It is in the hand of Angelina, but the ideas 
seem to be Sarah’s.) Although the Grimke sister was a firm believer in 
women’s having the final say about when intercourse should take place 
and in generally controlling its exercise, she also had no doubt that the 
function or purpose of sex extended beyond reproduction. For one thing, 
she categorically rejected the Shaker notion, which she discussed briefly, 
that sexual intercourse was the source of original sin. Instead, she asserted, 
the generative organs should be seen as sacred and instanced the “early 
Hindoos” who looked upon them “as objects of worship.” Only modern 
misuse and profanation of t|iese organs have “degraded them in our eyes,” 
she asserted. The union of husband and wife “in every true marriage,” she 
went on, “finds it most natural, and most sacred and intense outward 
expression in that mutual personal embrace which in the order of God, 
constitutes them Creators, exercising divine functions and ushering into 
being immortal existence.” 

Lest there be any doubt about whether or not she thought sexual inter¬ 
course should be confined to procreation, she added a long paragraph ar¬ 
guing in favor of intercourse even when children were not intended. Some 
people, she observed, thought that sexual relations within marriage should 
stop after a woman was no longer capable of having children. She, how¬ 
ever, was not of that opinion. “To me that embrace is as spontaneous an 
expression of love in husband and wife after that period as before it, and 
as natural and pure as the kisses pressed by the loving child upon its 
mother’s lips.” So long as the force behind the act is strong mutual love 
between the partners, “why repress this mode of manifestation which will 
never cease to be natural until disease or the infirmities of age have dead- 



ened all physical susceptibilities.” After all, she went on, married people 
who cannot have children are not expected to view “physical connection 
an inappropriate expression of their mutual love.” The desire for children, 
she went on, is certainly a “natural incitement to the sexual act, yet that is 
weak in comparison with that yearning for mutual absorption into each 
other, which alone gives vitality to every true marriage—and the ceasing to 
have children does not and cannot destroy this deep abiding feeling.” 

Other feminist women also attested to the enduring strength of the sex 
urge in women. Isabella Hooker, sister of Harriet Beecher Stowe, com¬ 
plained to her daughter in 1874 that women “who have scarce known 
what sexual desire is—being wholly absorbed in the passion of mater¬ 
nity—have sacrificed themselves to the beloved husband as unto God—and 
yet these men, full of their human passion and defending it as righteous 
and God-sent, lose all confidence in womanhood when a woman here and 
there betrays her similar nature and gives herself body and soul to the man 
she adores.” Another feminist, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, complained in her 
diary in 1883 that Walt Whitman, whose poem “There Is a Woman Wait¬ 
ing for Me” she had just been reading, seemed to think that “the female 
must be forced to the creative act, apparently ignorant of the great natural 
fact that a healthy woman has as much passion as man, that she needs 
nothing stronger than the law of attraction to draw her to the male.”^^ 

Bell Waller of Kentucky was no feminist, but in her letters to her hus¬ 
band she did not conceal her physical love for him. “Hold your ear ’till I 
whisper I would give the world to sleep with you and have the exquisite 
pleasure of being folded to your bosom and there repose during the mystic 
hours of the night. Is my wish reciprocated?” she asked in 1842, “Would 
you not like to have me with you? Say yes.” Thirteen years later, when 
Henry was away again, her desire was no less. “I must close, and go to 
bed, oh my darling, what would I not give to sleep in your dear arms to¬ 
night.” 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman was a feminist, but she was also known pub¬ 
licly for her objections to overindulgence in sexual expression. Yet in her 
private correspondence she not only recognized women’s sexuality, but the 
important place of sexuality in marriage as well. “It is too bad that you 
are hungry, dear,” she wrote Houghton Gilman in 1898 two years before 
they were married. “I feel it a little, but not much, consciously.” Ap¬ 
parently Houghton had apologized in his letter for having physical long¬ 
ings for her, for she chided him. (His letters have not been preserved.) “I 
rather resent such tender loving memories of me being denounced as ‘the 
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animal side of it’! Good gracious man! What did you expect? To love my 
astral body? Or to pass your days in intellectual pursuits, lit by a mild 
glow of Platonic affection?” She then went on to tell him of her own phys¬ 
ical feelings for him. “I don’t think it is ‘an animal side of it when I 
remember the look in your eyes—the pressure of your loving arms—your 
beautiful strong body. Dear—it strikes me that you don’t know what the 
animal side of life is! It is to feel that way just in general—so that any 
woman would do. Apparently such is not your state of mind.” 

Nor were such expressions of women’s need for sexual expression con¬ 
fined to private writings. Eliza Duffey contended that some women s sex¬ 
ual feelings were nipped in the bud by husbands’ rough or thoughtless 
approach to sexual intercourse. “The apple of pleasure will turn to ashes 
in her taste,” under such circumstances, wrote Duffey. As a result, over the 
years, such a woman would become convinced “that she is denied all pas¬ 
sional feelings by nature. If she has given the matter serious consideration, 
she will feel deep regret that she should have lost out of her life something 
so essential, which of right belonged to her.” But, unfortunately, most 
women who had that experience with their husbands were not thoughtful. 
Instead, such a woman “will naturally give herself airs of superiority over 
her more impassioned sisters, on account of her assumed purity of nature, 
and be inclined to look with contempt upon all women not equally frigid 
with herself.” 

Elizabeth Blackwell, the first woman physician trained in the United 
States, also made clear her view that women’s sexual nature had been 
misread. “The assertion that sexual passion commands more of the vital 
force of men than of women,” she denounced in 1884 as “a false assertion 
of the facts of human nature.” Later she went on to make her point even 
more precisely. To compare “the physical development of the compara¬ 
tively small class of refined and guarded women, and the men of worldly 
experience whom they marry is a false comparison,” she pointed out. 
These women have been taught by their society to regard sexual passion as 
sinful, so they cannot be taken as representative of women as a sex. “But if 
the comparison be made between men and women of loose lives—not 
women who are allowed and encouraged by money to carry on a trade in 
vice—but men and women of similar and unrestrained and loose life—the 
unbridled impulse of physical lust is as remarkable in the latter as in the 
former. The astounding lust and cruelty of women uncontrolled by spiri¬ 
tual principle is a historical fact,” she concluded. 

Although she did see differences in attitudes between men and women 
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toward sexual intercourse, Blackwell made clear that she thought it “a 
well-established fact in healthy loving women, uninjured by the too 
frequent lesions which result from child-birth, increasing physical satisfac¬ 
tion attaches to the ultimate physical expression of love. A repose and gen¬ 
eral well-being results from this natural occasional intercourse, whilst the 
total deprivation of it produces irritability.” From her own medical prac¬ 
tice (Blackwell never married) she had “known this physical loss severely 
felt for years after the death of a beloved husband.” We also know that 
the power of sex presented problems to Blackwell personally. As she told a 
niece in 1887, although she was thought to be tough and unwomanly 
because of her light to be accepted as a physician, the greatest fight was 
against her own sexuality. “From the age of seven, when I first fell in love 
with a golden-haired rosy-cheeked little fellow in my aunt’s school, who 
seemed to me like a little angel,” she confessed, “I have always been 
keenly susceptible to the influence of sex, both in attraction and repul¬ 
sion.” 

Even Ida Craddock, a proponent of the Social Purity movement of the 
late 19th century, which is today often thought of as hostile to sexuality, 
entertained no doubt that women’s sexual feelings need expression and 
resolution. Contrary to what some people of the day advised, she wrote, 
“it is natural and right for a woman who is uniting with her husband . . . 
to execute various movements of her pelvis during the marital embrace.” 
By refusing to move, she continued, many women reduce the joy of their 
husbands, thus encouraging them to infidelity. “In fact, a woman who is 
thoroughly in love with her husband, and who united with him at the 
proper time of the month, can scarcely help moving,” she asserted. At 
another place in her tract, where she advocated nudity on the part of the 
wife, she went so far as to say that failure to move was to “violate natural 
law” and caused women to “become abnormal and debased conveniences 
for their husbands.” Like many writers at that time on sexual matters, 
Craddock thought that a woman “is most affectionate and most pas¬ 
sionate” immediately after the cessation of the menstrual flow. Craddock 
was at once feminist and positive about women’s sexual experiences. “Our 
final ecstasy should be completely under your control,” she told her 
readers. “It should be induced coincidentally with the ecstasy of your hus¬ 
band.” But because a woman took longer to reach climax than a man, she 
warned, the women “should train him to wait for her, if her own natural 
functions are to be fulfilled healthfully.” In pursuit of this goal, she sug¬ 
gested half an hour of foreplay. “The normal, self-controlled use of the 
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love function (when exercised in moderation),” she promised, never debil¬ 
itates, never enervates. It freshens both parties, and renews nervous en¬ 
ergy for days thereafter.” 

It is this clear recognition by male medical doctors, writers of advice 
books, and women themselves that prevents us from accepting the notion 
that during the 19th century women’s sexuality was generally denied or ef¬ 
fectively suppressed. Yet a paradox remains. For at the same time there 
cannot be any doubt that some medical men and the new prescriptive liter¬ 
ature, represented by writers like Acton and Kellogg, certainly portrayed 
women’s sexuality as underdeveloped and perhaps even absent. How can 
the paradox be resolved? A clue is provided by the prescriptive literature 
itself, a striking aspect of which is that sexual expression ought to be con¬ 
trolled, especially in males. For the other side of the argument that women 
were without sexual feelings was the contention that males indulged too 
freely. Over and over again the argument appears, directly and indirectly, 
that married couples indulged unduly in sexual relations. Certainly this 
was one of the main assertions in Acton’s book published first in 1857. It 
was also the message which Sylvester Graham, food faddist and self- 
appointed adviser to young men, advanced in his Lecture to Young Men 
in 1839. In fact, according to another proponent of sexual restraint, William 
A. Alcott, it was just this advice by Graham that caused him to be ridi¬ 
culed and caluminated. Alcott himself was one of the most prolific and 
popular writers on domestic and marital matters in the middle years of the 
19th century. Today the Harvard College Library contains some thirty- 
two titles of his works. His Physiology of Marriage, which was first pub¬ 
lished in 1855, reached 27,000 copies by 1866, and ran to at least seven 
editions. That was the book in which Alcott referred to Graham’s dictum 
that sexual intercourse once a week was excessive and that, ideally, sexual 
relations ought to be confined to once a lunar month that is, in rhythm 
with the menstrual cycle of women. Alcott contended that this doctrine 
... so utterly at war with general habits and feelings of mankind, was al¬ 
most enough, at the time it was announced to provoke the cry of. Crucify 
him.” Graham, it is worth noting, had other ideas equally divergent from 
majority opinion, such as his opposition to refined flour and to the eating 
of meat, which Alcott admitted aroused odium against him. But Alcott 
was convinced it was “his anti-sexual indulgence doctrines . . . which ex¬ 
cited the public hatred and rendered his name a by-word and a re¬ 
proach.” 

Alcott was in the forefront of the effort in the 1860s to bring about re- 
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straint in se3<;ual expression in marriage. He contended that excessive sexu¬ 
ality not only debilitated the parents but also produced weak children. 
Henry C. Wright also deplored in books and articles in the 1850s and 
1860s the fact that many couples indulged in intercourse without any in¬ 
tention of producing children at all. The aim of men like Wright and Al- 
cott was nothing less than the alteration of the character of marriage. 
Their goal was to make it a less sensual and more affective institution. Al- 
cott clearly revealed the direction he was moving when he asserted “that 
one of the very ends of marriage is gradually to purify us wholly from sen¬ 
suality, by bringing our bodies under that law of which Paul makes so 
much in his writings.” By which, he apparently meant that eventually sex 
would not be needed in marriage at all! 

Not all those who followed the lead of Alcott and Wright in seeking to 
reform marriage by desensualizing it were as extreme as Alcott. But all 
such advocates thought that less indulgence in sexual expression was de¬ 
sirable. Alice B. Stockham in Tokology did not commit herself to Henry 
Wright’s principle that intercourse should be confined to procreation only, 
but she was certainly partial to the idea. After all, as she wrote, there were 
other, more intellectual purposes to which that energy could be put. John 
Cowan, whose Science of a New Life was a near best-seller in the 1870s, 
and John Harvey Kellogg’s Plain Facts for Young and Old, a widely read 
book of the 1880s, also argued for confining sexual relations as closely as 
possible to procreation only. Cowan advised, for example, that sexual in¬ 
tercourse for married couples should cease at the first sign of conception 
and should not resume until the next menses after weaning, a period, by 
his own count, of from 18 to 21 months. That, he insisted, is “precisely 
what Nature intended.” Yet he would go beyond even that standard, and, 
in the interest of the mother, forbid sexual intercourse for three full years 
after conception. A popular adviser on sexual matters like R. T. Trail sug¬ 
gested that once a week was the outside limit, though adding, almost 
ominously, that “many cannot safely indulge oftener than once a 

month.” 30 

Lest it be thought that these recommendations stemmed from a general 
hostility toward sexual expression, it should be recognized that most of the 
counsels in favor of limitation on sexual activity came from persons who 
simultaneously expressed positive, even celebratory attitudes toward sexu¬ 
ality. Elizabeth Blackwell, as we have seen already, clearly recognized the 
power and value of sex in the lives of women and men. Yet in that same 
book. The Human Element in Sex, she wrote that “the amount of nervous 
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energy expended by the male in the temporary act of sexual congress is 
very great, out of all apparent proportion to its physical results [that is, the 
amount of semen expelled] and is an act not to be too often repeated.” Ida 
Craddock, Eliza Duffey, and Elizabeth Evans, all of whom recognized or 
extolled the value of sexual expression in women, nonetheless argued for 
strict limitations on that expression. 

The reason behind the limitation on sexual expression is implied by 
some of these writers, but it was made quite explicit by the Grimke sister 
who wrote the essay on marriage, quoted from earlier. In that essay, it will 
be recalled, she made evident her appreciation of sexual expression, but at 
the same time she also made plain that she thought husbands overin¬ 
dulged, thereby injuring wives and offspring. “How often,” she asked, is a 
woman “compelled by various considerations to yield to the unnatural 
embraces of her husband, and thus to endanger the very existence of her 
embryo babe. How often is it sacrificed to the ungoverned passion of its 
own father and the health of the mother seriously impaired.” Limiting 
male sexual expression would thus protect women. She then went on to 
mention women who had had numerous miscarriages, which she thought 
were the result of their husbands’ lust. “Do the beasts of the field mis¬ 
carry?” she wanted to know. “Why not? They are governed by instinct. 
Are the brutes safe during the period of gestation whilst Woman is not?” 
And even when miscarriages did not result, she continued, worse conse¬ 
quences ensued in the form of “sickly constitutions . . . entailed upon 
multitudes of children.” Dio Lewis at the end of the 19th century was an 
outspoken advocate of sexual limitations, yet he could praise sexual ex¬ 
pression in the following way to a young man recently married: “Your en¬ 
joyment of the courtship was intense. It grew out of the sexual instinct. 
And this was not beastly or wrong. Subordinated i:o mind and soul, this 
passion is a great source, not only of the sweetest delights of our earthly 
life, but of the deepest and most enduring love.”^^ 

No, it was not the rejection of the pleasure of sexual expression or satis¬ 
faction that lay at the root of the argument that sexual indulgence in mar¬ 
riage be limited. The underlying aim in the minds of these marriage re¬ 
formers—male and female—was to improve the position of women within 
marriage. For in their minds it was clearly the men, not the women, who 
pressed for excessive sexual indulgence. It was quite consistent with a 
broader movement, already noticed, in regard to the family: to enhance 
the autonomy of women, to give them a greater sense of their own self-in¬ 
terest. That is why the literature of sexual repression in these years should 



not be seen as opposed to the interest of women. In fact, it ought to be 
recognized as deriving from a concern for women within the marriage rela¬ 
tion. Throughout the writings that argued for a reduction in sexual in¬ 
dulgence in marriage a concern for the welfare of women was strongly 
present. 

Women who wrote on the subject made the point explicitly. The Grimke 
sister-author of “Marriage” forthrightly asserted woman’s right “to decide 
when she shall become a mother, how often, and under what circum¬ 
stances.” Feminist Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 1853 bluntly asserted that 
“the right idea of marriage is at the foundation of all reforms.” She 
thought “man in his lust has regulated long enough this whole question of 
sexual intercourse.” Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell observed that throughout the 
animal kingdom the female regulates procreation, and gentleness is charac¬ 
teristic of the male’s relation to her. “Human marriage must be regarded 
as a life companionship, in which the satisfaction of physical desires forms 
a secondary, not a primary part. The regulation of sexual intercourse in 
the best interests of womanhood is the hitherto unrecognized truth of 
Christianity, towards which we are slowly groping.” At another place she 
took pains to point out that some great men like Honore de Balzac and 
members of the Catholic priesthood managed to live full and productive 
lives without sexual outlets; hence ordinary men ought to be able to man¬ 
age with limited outlets within marriage. Alice Stockham asserted that 
“one potent cause of morning sickness is the habit of entering upon sexual 
relation frequently during gestation.” Although some men contended that 
they were justified in seeking sexual satisfaction outside marriage when 
their wives did not satisfy their needs, Eliza Duffey, like Blackwell, rejected 
the argument. Instead of perceiving such a man “as an object of sympathy 
and commiseration, I should feel more inclined to hold him up for mirth,” 
she snapped. “The discipline of sexual abstinence will certainly never kill 
him, and may, all things considered, be wholesome.” All of these women 
agreed in equating men’s sexuality with that of women, and in rejecting 
the common male view that men’s needs were greater. 

Nor were women alone in making this argument. Men reformers also 
counseled against excessive indulgence in sex in marriage and for the same 
reasons as the women: it was a derogation of women’s rights and au¬ 
tonomy. “The pains, the troubles, the heart burnings, the sickness, the 
danger of premature death, that woman has to experience through man’s 
lust is beyond all comprehension,” wrote John Cowan in his highly popu¬ 
lar Science of a New Life (1874). “If there is one direction more than 
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another in which ‘Woman’s Rights’ should assert itself, it is in this choice 
of time for sexual congress,” he advised. An earlier writer on marriage 
reform, Henry C. Wright, put the argument in the mouth of a fictional 
wife who complained that her husband kept her constantly pregnant and 
therefore subordinate. “I want to be lovely to you,” the wife told her hus¬ 
band, ‘‘yet, heretofore, the strongest manifestations of love to you have, 
usually, had little other effect than to arouse your animal nature.” The 
result has been that she had been made “unlovely; for a wife must become 
unlovely and repulsive to her husband the moment he ceases to reverence 
her soul and feels that she is to him but the means of mere sensual gratifi¬ 
cation.” Marriage in Wright’s mind was a relationship in which the wife 
had respect and rights as well as affection. As Lewis Perry has recently 
shown, Wright drew upon rather extensive conversations with married 
women who came to his many lectures around the country on marriage. 
Thus his views need to be seen as more than the views of a lone man; they 
undoubtedly reflected the views of many women as well. John Harvey 
Kellogg made the same point as Wright even more succinctly and in star¬ 
tlingly modern language: a woman, he asserted, “remains the proprietor of 
her own body, though married.” Dio Lewis, too, one of the early ad¬ 
vocates of sexual restraint in marriage, spelled out in biblical terms the 
case for women’s equality in marriage. Because woman was created after 
man and from his rib, it was sometimes contended that man was therefore 
justified in keeping woman as a subordinate in the marriage relationship. 
Not at all, Lewis crisply retorted. After all, birds, beasts, and fishes were 
created before man, but no one thinks they were intended to be superior to 
man. “Rather it would seem,” Lewis slyly concluded, “that the triumphs 
of Creative Genius culminated in woman.” Whatever one might say about 
St. Paul’s assertion of the need to subordinate women, Lewis concluded, 
the fact was indisputable that Jesus never advocated female subjection— 
“an omission which the great Teacher would not have made, surely, had 
an ordinance on that subject been divinely enacted.” 

All through this literature of sexual restraint in behalf of women’s inter¬ 
ests ran the additional refrain that mutuality was at the heart of sexual 
pleasure and therefore a happy and fulfilling marriage. The medical doc¬ 
tors quoted earlier, who deplored the sexual suppression of women, for 
example, often blamed the lack of sexual feeling upon husbands’ failures 
to consider their wives’ feelings and sexual rhythms. Dr. Ely Van de 
Warker concluded in his 1878 article on women’s “impotency,” as he 
called their lack of interest in sex, that “so far as rny own observation ex- 
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tends, the husband is generally at fault. The more common cause is acute 
sexual irritability on the part of the husband.” (Today that would be 
called premature ejaculation.) And Dr. Hammond pointed out that men 
would find their wives much more alive sexually if they recognized wom¬ 
en’s interest in sex and understood women’s sexual rhythms. “Destroy the 
reciprocity of the union,” wrote another medical man in 1887, “and mar¬ 
riage is no longer an equal partnership, but a sensual usurpation on the 
one side and a loathing submission on the others.” Or, as still another 
medical writer put the issue, men must not force themselves upon their 
wives or “overpersuade, but await the wife’s invitation at this time [during 
ovulation], when her husband is a hero in her eyes.” In this way, the hus¬ 
band “would enjoy more and suffer less,” the physician predicted. 

Carry Nation, the famous crusader against saloons, also believed that 
men were at fault in this regard. In her autobiography she told of her 
disappointment with her first husband, whom she married in 1867. “1 did 
not find Dr, Gloyd the lover I expected. He wais kind but seemed to want 
to be away from me; used to sit and read, when I was so hungry for his 
caresses and love. I have heard,” she went on, “that this is the experience 
of many other young married women.” They found that their husbands 
changed after marriage. “ I believe that men have it in their power to keep 
the love of ninety-nine women out of a hundred. Why do women lose love 
for their husbands.^ I find it is most due to indifference on the part of the 
husband.” 

Lack of knowledge of physiology, particularly woman’s sexuality, was a 
common explanation by medical people for the view that women experi¬ 
enced little or no sexual feelings. “ Ignorance of the distinctive character of 
human sex—viz., its powerful mental element,” wrote Dr. Elizabeth Black- 
well in 1887, was at the foundation of the “prevalent fallacy that sexual 
passion is the almost exclusive attribute of men and attaches exclusively to 
the act of coition.”^® 

Behind the contention that men’s lack of concern for the special needs of 
their wives stood the further assumption that women had suffered most in 
the marriage relation because they were subordinated. “The sexual act 
must be performed with satisfaction to both participants in the conjugal 
embrace,” wrote Denslow Lewis in 1900. A woman writer on marriage 
reform in 1875 deplored the “fact that the majority of married women are 
slaves to excessive sexual passion in their husbands, and that any attempt 
on the part of the wife to assert her own rights in this respect is productive 
of . . . much domestic infelicity,” which she simply endures rather “than 



see anger and sullenness added to selfishness and lust in her husband’s 
character and conduct.” In 1858 Henry Wright contended that “the great¬ 
est outrage one human being can perpetrate on another” is for a man 
“without regard to the wishes and conditions of his wife” to impose ma¬ 
ternity upon her, “with all its attendant anguish of body and soul.” In an¬ 
other place he asserted, as the Grimke sister had, that no proposition was 
so clear as “that woman alone, has the right to say when, and under what 
circumstances, she shall assume the office of maternity, or subject herself 
to the liability of becoming a mother.” He urged all maidens to ascertain 
their future husbands’ view on this matter before agreeing to marry. Espe¬ 
cially be wary, he warned, of the man who refused on false grounds of 
modesty or delicacy to discuss the question. 

Alice B. Stockham also urged women to discuss the matter with their 
men, telling of one woman whose marriage was endangered by her hus¬ 
band’s insistence upon nightly sexual activity. Once the woman broached 
the subject to him, however, he was willing to make his desires congruent 
with hers, and the marriage survived. Stockham remarked, not without 
significance, that the husband enjoyed sex more afi:er it was confined to 
about once a month, and the wife now found that she was not pregnant as 
often. The recognition that there was a connection between the reduction 
in frequency of intercourse and the reduction in childbearing comes 
through in another remark by Stockham. This concerned a woman who 
had a seven-month-old child and then found herself pregnant again. “I 
was abased, humiliated,” the woman was quoted as saying. “The sense of 
degradation that filled my soul, cannot be described.” When she com¬ 
plained to her mother, the mother consoled her with the thought that, 
after all, the two children would be legitimate. To this remark the woman 
reacted strongly, “Although my husband is the father of my children, they 
are not legitimate. No man-made laws, nor priestly rites can ever make an 
act legitimate that deprives innocent children of their right to life and 
health.” 

It angered Stockham that girls were taught ‘"repression” while boys 
were taught “expression” by “all the traditions, prejudices, and customs of 
society.” Then, later, men were said to require satisfaction for that expres¬ 
sion, including prostitution, while if women committed the slightest in¬ 
discretion “they have little hope of remission, even from a just and all-lov¬ 
ing God,” she complained. Within marriage, as a result of this training, a 
woman was not “supposed to have needs in this direction. Neither has she 
learned that her body is her own and her soul is her Maker’s.” Instead, the 




woman was expected to give her soul and body to one man and in the pro¬ 
cess was “not paid half so well” as the prostitute, whom she resembled in 
this respect. “ Is it too strong language to say she is the one prostitute tak¬ 
ing the place, for the man, of many, and not like her, having choice of time 
or conditions?” 

Stockham’s book Tokology was widely read during the last years of the 
19th century. Several of the women who answered the questionnaire in the 
Mosher Survey, for example, mentioned it as one of the few books they 
had read on physiology or sex. The effort to improve the autonomy of 
women within the marriage relation, particularly in regard to her control 
over her own body, was also a theme of the notorious Claflin sisters dur¬ 
ing the 1870s. 

Victoria and Tennessee Claflin became well known during the early 
1870s because they opened in New York City what was said to be the first 
brokerage and investment counseling office in America to be run by 
women. Victoria had married a man named Woodhull in her youth and 
was ever after known by that name. The two sisters became notorious 
because, in addition to the cause of suffrage, they campaigned on behalf of 
marriage reform, particularly the right of women to control their own 
bodies. “I would rather be the labor slave of a master, with his whip 
cracking continually about my ears,” Victoria Woodhull announced in 
1873, “than the forced sexual slave of any man a single hour.” She was at 
that time a radical on the subject. She proudly announced her willingness 
to practice what she preached—namely, following love wherever it might 
lead, regardless of legality or custom. She lived openly with a man not her 
husband. Her great objection to marriage was that women were expected 
to submit to their husbands without objection or dissent. “They say I have 
come to break up the family,” she remarked once. “I say amen to that 
with all my heart.” 

Few women of the time, of course, were prepared to follow such radical 
doctrine. But it is not without significance that, when she spoke in public, 
not only were the halls usually filled to overflowing, but women usually 
made up at least half the audience. In supporting the broad movement for 
greater autonomy for women within the family, especially on sexual mat¬ 
ters, Victoria Woodhull was more of a prophet than her radical ideas on 
other subjects might lead one to expect. She was particularly outspoken on 
the necessity that men recognize women’s sexual needs and rhythms in 
marriage. 
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Ezra Heywood, another sexual radical of the late Victorian era, also op¬ 
posed, in the name of women’s autonomy, excessive sexuality in marriage. 
Heyv/ood’s pamphlet Cupid’s Yokes, which reached at least 50,000 in 
1887, advocated free love, as did Victoria Woodhull, by which was meant 
a relationship between members of the opposite sex that was without legal 
or social compulsion. The trouble with traditional marriage in the eyes of 
free lovers like Heywood was that it permitted men to indulge their pas¬ 
sions. Gleefully Heywood told of a clergyman—for Heywood was an athe¬ 
ist as well—who insisted on having intercourse with his wife six to eight 
times a day. 

The irony was that otherwise conservative writers on marriage like 
Orson Fowler or William Alcott would have been horrified to be thought 
to be in the same camp as Victoria Woodhull or Esra Heywood; yet both 
sets of writers on marriage were making the same point. As Orson Fowler 
put it, the phrase “control over her own person” meant that the wife must 
be able to determine when intercourse took place. The man must wait 
upon the woman, just as male animals have to wait upon the female, 
Fowler advised. It is true that the female ought not to refrain entirely from 
intercourse, for the male has some claims upon her for offspring. But she 
must be able to choose the time; he is “her sexual servant, not her his.” 
Only in the human world, Fowler contended, “does the male ever obtrude 
himself upon the unwilling female.” 

Eliza Duffey was no social or even sexual radical, but on the subject of a 
woman’s right to say “No” to her husband, she agreed with Victoria 
Woodhull. Duffey, in fact, elevated the wife’s negative to an “inborn 
right.” Some wives and hubands might find such “a right to self” new doc¬ 
trine, she admitted, but upon such a right “is based all the happiness that 
can possibly be found in the marriage state. The wife’s body is unquali¬ 
fiedly her own,” Duffey insisted, “except that she may be guilty of no infi¬ 
delity to her husband.” (Here she departed from Victoria Woodhull.) Con¬ 
trary to what some men believed, Duffey insisted, “a woman is no more 
bound to yield her body to her husband after the marriage between them 
than before, until she feels that she can do so with the full tide of will¬ 
ingness and affection.” A similar point, even more strongly expressed was 
made by Social Purist writer Ida Craddock. “Never, never, never allow 
yourself to yield to your husband’s request for union,” she advised young 
brides, “unless you yourself desire it. For a woman to consent when she 
does not desire union is to consent to unthinkable degradation; and it 



places her below the harlot.” And the time to begin to exercise that control 
over their husbands’ sexuality, she made clear, was on the wedding 
night. 

R. T. Trail, in his widely circulated handbook Sexual Physiology and 
HygienCy which first appeared in 1866, neatly brought together the ele¬ 
ments in the argument: limitations on sexuality actually enhanced sexual 
enjoyment while at the same time expanding women’s autonomy within 
marriage. Whatever the object of sexual intercourse—procreation or 
love—he wrote, “it is very clear that it should be as agreeable as possible 
to both parties. Indeed, when it is otherwise to either party, it is cruelty.” 
The act itself should take place only when there is “mental harmony and 
congeniality between the parties. Each must be able to respond to the 
whole nature of the other—bodily, morally, and intellectually, to the ex¬ 
tent that there shall be no sense of discord, no feeling of repugnance.”'*'* 
This was the marriage of equals, the idea of the companionate marriage 
applied to the most intimate of its precincts. 

Health reformers, as distinct from sexual or marital reformers, also 
echoed this demand for restraint on sexual expression in the interest of 
women. As Regina Morantz has observed in her study of the writings of 
health reformers, these writers “clearly intended sexual restraint to benefit 
women and urged them to assert their rights in the sexual sphere. . . . Be¬ 
lieving that the male’s passion for copulation far out-distanced his wife’s, 
thinkers and educators urged men to follow the sexual rhythm of their 
more delicate spouses.”'*^ 

The efforts of these individuals and publicists to reshape the internal 
relationships of the family in behalf of women’s autonomy were a part of a 
much broader, organized reform movement in the second half of the 19th 
century. And since that movement involves not only women’s efforts to 
control male sexuality, but also women’s activities in moral reform it 
deserves a chapter of its own. 
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After the Civil War a number of organizations came into being to press for 
an improved moral standard within and outside the family. Women played 
an active and significant part in ail of them. Among other things, they 
mounted campaigns against liquor and prostitution, and in favor of raising 
the age of consent for girls, and generally asserted and sought to establish 
a single standard of sexual behavior for men and women. The role of 
women in the temperance and Prohibition movement is too large a subject 
to be discussed here; it will be treated in the next chapter in connection 
with other organizational activities of women. Here the central concern is 
with a smaller, but no less indicative movement among women seeking to 
influence the morals of home and society. The movement goes under the 
general heading of Social Purity, which was really a 19th-century euphe¬ 
mism for sexual purity. The purpose was to raise the level of sexual behav¬ 
ior within the American family through public means. Social Purity, in 
short, is but the public and organizational expression of efforts to control 
sexuality that we have already looked at in the last chapter, but there the 
effort was individual and unorganized. 

To anyone who reads the books, pamphlets, and speeches produced by 
the Social Purity movement in the last two decades of the 19th century, 
thar literature must seem not only sexually repressive but anti-sexual as 
well. The truth is that the literature of the Social Purity people was similar 
in argument and content to that discussed in the previous chapter on the 
desirability of controlling sexuality. Indeed, writers such as Alcott, Evans, 
and Duffey, to name only three, must be included among the Social Purity 
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proponents even though they may not have been members of formal Social 
Purity organizations like the White Cross. 

Before we turn to an examination of the statements and activities of the 
Social Purity movement, two observations are worth making in order to 
give shape and meaning to the variety of its literature. The first is that 
behind the movement lies the assumption that men’s sexuality was as 
manipulatable as women’s—that is, it was susceptible to control and regu¬ 
lation. Once this point is admitted, then efforts to deny sexual expression 
cease to be simply anti-sexual, either in intent or in tone. Instead, they can 
then be appreciated as part of a larger purpose to assert a single standard 
of sexual behavior for both sexes. 

The second observation stems from the first. The reason the Social 
Purists insisted upon the cultural rather than the biological basis of men’s 
sexuality was to give married women greater control over the family, by 
reducing the power of the husband, even in regard to sexual expression. 
For women this was a double gain. It was significant ideologically because 
it reduced the husband’s prerogatives within the family while at the same 
time giving the wife greater opportunity to reduce family size and the in¬ 
cidence of the pain and danger of childbirth. Moreover, the standard 
which Social Purity advocated was a female one. The ideal insisted upon 
by society for women—that sexual expression was to be confined to mar¬ 
riage—was now to be the standard to which men would be held. Even 
more important was the corollary that even within marriage the wife was 
to be the partner who determined how much sexual activity there would 
be. 

Throughout the literature on Social Purity, as well as in the literature of 
sexual restraint in general, the assumption was that women desired sexual 
activity less frequently than men. Whether this assumption was grounded 
in physiological fact or was simply a socially induced difference is not 
known for certain even today. But the validity of the assumption is 
not important. In an age of unreliable contraception, women obviously 
had an interest in reducing frequency of intercourse that men did not 
—namely, to reduce the likelihood of pregnancy. “If women had their 
own way in the matter this physical intercourse would take place at com¬ 
paratively rare intervals, and only under the most favorable circum¬ 
stances,” wrote Elizabeth Evans in 1875. “Such an arrangement would be 
of infinite benefit to the race: men would preserve their vigor, and women 
their beauty and spirits, and though fewer children might be born, their 
quality would be improved.” But, she continued, the way things now 
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stand, “the selfishness of men towards women meets with a heavy punish¬ 
ment in the early failure of the health of wives and the physical and mental 
shortcomings of offspring.” Ida Craddock made the connection between 
number of offspring and women’s interest even more explicitly. “To create 
a few, a very few children who shall be an expression of the noblest 
thoughts of yourself and your husband and to give those children all possi¬ 
ble advantages of education, travel, and society, is not this doing your duty 
as a wife and mother better than if you create children at haphazard and 
by wholesale to such an extent that you can scarcely secure for them a 
decent living,” she asked her readers.^ The literature of Social Purity speci¬ 
fied that in any event it was the woman who was to determine the proper 
time and frequency of intercourse. In that way men were to be held to 
a female standard even though, as many in the 19th century believed, 
women’s sexual desires were less insistent than men’s. No more persuasive 
measure of Social Purity’s fundamental concern for women could be 
imagined by any man. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that women were prominent in the Social 
Purity movement. And to the extent that the goals of the movement were 
ultimately imposed on society it could be said that women exerted thejr in¬ 
fluence outside the home as part of their effort to gain greater autonomy 
within it. The movement, however, in short, was an excellent example of 
the successful translation into the social and political arena of the doctrine 
of the different spheres of activity for the sexes. For if the morality of the 
home v/as to be protected from outside forces which threatened it, then 
those who stood for that morality must go outside the home to ensure that 
their morality prevailed in the world at large. Carry Nation, the flamboy¬ 
ant crusader against saloons, spelled out the rationale in her autobiog¬ 
raphy. “We hear ‘A woman’s place is at home.’ That is true,” she con¬ 
ceded, “but what and where is home. Not the walls of a house. Not 
furniture, food or clothes. Home is where the heart is, where our loved 
ones are. If my son is in a drinking place, my place is there. If my daugh¬ 
ter, or the daughter of anyone else, my family or any other family is in 
trouble, my place is there.” A woman would be either selfish or cowardly, 
she warned, if she “would refuse to leave her home to relieve suffering or 
trouble. Jesus said, ‘Go out into the highways and hedges.’ He said this to 
women, as well as men,” she emphasized.^ 

Women’s activity in behalf of Social Purity was, therefore, quite in con¬ 
formity^ with the doctrine of separate spheres, as other causes, like woman 
suffrage, would never be. For voting was not a part of domestic morality; 
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that was man’s sphere. That is why many women in the 19th century felt 
quite comfortable being active in the world of Social Purity or temperance, 
but would not have been caught dead working for suffrage or any other 
cause that directly challenged the doctrine of separate spheres, though 
both activities, of course, brought women “out of the home.” 

This also helps us to understand why the roots of Social Purity extend 
back to the early years of the 19th century; such activity fitted quite easily 
into the doctrine of separate spheres. Traditionally, when historians have 
treated the Social Purity movement they have directed their attention to 
the last two or three decades of the century, when the term itself was first 
used. But if one pays attention to the aims and arguments of the movement 
rather than to the name, it soon becomes clear that, as an outlook or con¬ 
cern on the part of women, the movement goes back at least to the 1830s. 

Carroll Smith-Rosenberg has documented the history of one such orga¬ 
nization of women that began in 1834. It was called the New York Female 
Reform Society and continued to be active and to issue a newspaper until 
well into the 1850s. By that date it had auxiliaries throughout New En¬ 
gland as well as New York. At no time, of course, was the organization 
particularly powerful or more numerous in membership than a major an¬ 
tislavery society. But its open attacks upon prostitution in the cities and 
towns foreshadowed the causes that the Social Purity movement at the end 
of the century would make famous. One method used by the Society in the 
1830s and 1840s was to station agents outside brothels to take down the 
names of patrons, hoping thereby to embarrass them and thus destroy the 
business. It also encouraged the readers of its journal. The Advocate, to 
send in the names of men in their towns seen frequenting brothels. Some¬ 
times women members would insinuate themselves as domestics into 
brothels, seeking out the runaway girls they felt sure were hidden or held 
in the house. And for a while the Society sought to maintain a House of 
Reception in which prostitutes could be rehabilitated. But that venture was 
soon abandoned when few women could be found to take advantage of 
the place. Although there was some hostility toward prostitutes on the part 
of the organization, it is clear that the primary purpose of the Society was 
to reform the sexual behavior of men, Smith-Rosenberg, in her analysis of 
the contents of The Advocate, found two themes running through its 
pages. The first was that males were inherently lascivious and were the 
principal cause for the downfall of women through seduction and prostitu¬ 
tion; the second, that women, as mothers in the home, needed to work 
together to control the male tendency toward lasciviousness. Not all 


women would want to work with the Society, it was recognized, but every 
woman who was a mother could educate her sons in the proper ethical 
and sexual behavior. 

Over and over again The Advocate urged women to remember their 
awesome responsibilities as mothers. A child is an “immortal being, des¬ 
tined to live forever!” one editorial read in 1844. “And who is to make it 
happy or miserable? You—the mother! You gave it birth, the mother of its 
body ... its destiny is placed in your hands.” ^ At other times, when the 
absence of the father from the home was noted, the subordinate role of the 
father was clearly shown. In short, the very rationale of the Society rested 
on the idea of separate spheres for women and men, with women in charge 
of the home and the rearing of the children. 

It was just this emphasis upon women’s role as moral arbiter in the 
home and as the rearer of children that vouchsafed to women the right 
nay, obligation—to regulate men’s sexual behavior. As the purer sex, 
women had 3 responsibility to protect the morality of the home. Con¬ 
sequently, as The Advocate made evident, women needed to call to ac¬ 
count those men who exercised inordinate power within the home. “A 
portion of the inhabitants of this favored land,” one editorial in 1838 
commented, “are groaning under a despotism which seems to be modeled 
precisely after that of the Autocrat of Russia. We allude to the tyranny ex¬ 
ercised in the home department, where lordly man . . . rules his trembling 
subjects with a rod of iron, conscious of entire impunity and exalting [sic] 
in his fancied superiority.” The trouble with such men, the article con¬ 
tinued, was that they denied the ideal relationship between man and 
woman within marriage. “Instead of regarding his wife as a help-mate for 
him, an equal sharer in his joys and sorrows, he looks upon her as a useful 
article of furniture, which is valuable only for the benefit derived from it, 
but which may be thrown aside at pleasure.” 

The intention that animated The Advocate and its readers was put into 
bold relief when the paper published a forthright, feminist article by the 
militant feminist and abolitionist Sarah Grimke. Succeeding issues of The 
Advocate were filled with denunciations from readers of Grirnke’s argu¬ 
ments. Never again did The Advocate publish another piece by an overt 
feminist. In short, the women who read The Advocate were not interested 
in, or moved by, feminist arguments as such, however much interested 
they certainly were in maintaining their special moral position in the 
home. They felt quite justified in going outside the home when necessary 
to maintain that position, but not for causes that threatened to break 



down the separation of spheres, as Grimke’s feminist argument urged. So 
long as women confined their attentions outside the home to issues and 
organizations that were related to their special sphere of activity, men 
raised few objections. Indeed, the relative lack of male hostility toward or¬ 
ganizations like the Female Reform Society or the later Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union attested to the fact that men, too, as we saw in examin¬ 
ing the family, conceded to women a pre-eminent, if not dominant, role as 
moral preceptors in the home. Yet once that superior position had been 
conceded to women, it could not easily be denied or withdrawn, even 
when women ventured to exercise that position in such a way as to en¬ 
croach upon the sexual interests or “needs” of men. 

The few hundred women who engaged in incipient Social Purity agita¬ 
tion in the antebellum years cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, be 
considered a host or even a significant movement. But the beginnings of a 
major movement of women were certainly there. As Smith-Rosenberg has 
concluded, “the war for purification of sexual mores was far more fun¬ 
damental in its implications for women’s traditional role than the demand 
for women’s education—or even the vote.”^ The autonomy of women 
depended upon her position within the family and her relations with 
men—and both, in turn, revolved around sex, the nexus between them 
within the family. 

The Social Purity movement proper, that which became prominent in 
late 19th-century America and Britain, was also sparked by the rising pop¬ 
ular concern about, and awareness of, prostitution. As early as the 1850s, 
Dr. William Sanger had conducted a detailed study of prostitution in New 
York City, the report of which remained for over a generation the most 
thorough examination of the trade. Sanger’s report was itself a sign and a 
measure of the growth of prostitution before 1860. The Civil War pro¬ 
vided new opportunities to the trade, as well as increasing public con¬ 
sciousness of its extent. Prostitutes flocked to the large army camps, even 
on the edge of battlefields, since women were allowed to follow the armies. 
Army headquarters in cities behind the lines also attracted brothels. From 
time to time, both the army and the local police made efforts at suppres¬ 
sing the business, but neither worked at it very hard; in any event, no 
decline was noticeable. Consequently, during the late 1860s and 1870s, 
medical men as well as urban police began to call for regulation of the 
business, rather than continue the futile and costly efforts at suppression. 
Both the prestigious Nation magazine and the influential New York Times 
looked favorably upon regulation in 1867. And even the more moralistic 
New York Tribune came to a similar position by 1876.^ 



Regulation meant confinement of prostitutes to certain areas of the 
city—the famous “red light districts”—and periodic medical inspection of 
the prostitutes in an effort to eliminate venereal disease. By the 1870s the 
medical profession, at least, was much more concerned about the dangers 
of disease than it was about any threat to public morality. Indeed, that 
had been Dr. William Sanger’s conclusion from his study in the late 1850s. 
The physicians were often joined in support of regulation by the police, 
who thought suppression both too difficult and futile. They were joined by 
those who thought that prostitution was a fact of life and thus could not 
be eliminated at all, however immoral it might be. 

Few, if any, of the proponents of regulations wanted to condone or en¬ 
courage prostitution, but their willingness to regulate rather than continue 
to suppress it was taken by many as condoning vice. As a result, women’s 
groups and religious organizations, as well as important individuals, 
mounted a powerful campaign to prevent regulation from coming to the 
United States. At that time—in the 1870s—every major European country, 
including England, practiced some form of regulation of prostitution. Yet, 
the movement against regulation proved to be so strong and successful 
that only one American city ever tried it. And even then, the St. Louis ex¬ 
periment lasted for only four years. During the 1870s a number of Amer¬ 
ican cities had started to move in the direction taken by St. Louis, but the 
antiregulators had stopped them in their tracks. The only other country in 
which regulation was abandoned during the 19th century was Great 
Britain, where, significantly, the movement against regulation was led by a 
woman, the redoubtable Josephine Butler. 

The principal arguments for the suppression of prostitution, though 
sometimes couched in language that smacked of simple opposition to sex¬ 
ual enjoyment, sprang from broader concerns. Fundamentally, of course, a 
prime intention was to defend women—namely, those who were prosti¬ 
tutes. One defense of prostitutes was that poor economic and social condi¬ 
tions had compelled them to enter the trade. This argument was widely ad¬ 
vanced., even though William Sanger’s study in the 1850s had pointed out 
that economic conditions were only a part of the explanation as to why 
women entered prostitution. Sanger found, for instance, that 525 of the 
women who answered his questionnaire claimed to have become prosti¬ 
tutes because of “destitution,” whereas almost as many—513—admitted 
that they had done so out of “inclination.” 

The most common line of defense was to emphasize men’s responsi¬ 
bility. “We are forced to the conclusion,” one male doctor told his male 
readers, “that the harlot is less guilty than the seducer; and as we study the 


causes of her downfall let us ever remember to the unutterable shame of 
our sex, that women’s extremity is man’s opportunity.” Women Social 
Purists not infrequently showed a similar sympathy for prostitutes. Eliza¬ 
beth Duffey, for example, cautioned her women readers not to feel supe¬ 
rior to prostitutes, but to place the moral blame where it belonged: on the 
customers. (She also advanced the feminist argument that the way to pre¬ 
vent women from falling into prostitution was to give them more to fill 
their lives. “To tell them to wash dishes and make beds is not to the pur¬ 
pose at all. Those are physical labors, but the mind is left as unoccupied as 
ever. An idle woman, who is encouraged to no intellectual activity,” Duf¬ 
fey warned, “is liable to develop into a sensualist.”) Feminist Caroline H. 
Dali followed a similar line in the 1860s, defending prostitutes as “re- 
claimable.” She advised her readers to “put yourself in [the prostitute’s] 
place. Such a woman is no monster, only a gentle-hearted creature, unsup¬ 
ported by God’s law, unrestrained by self-control. Your scorn, the world’s 
rejection, may make her what you think. Meanwhile, are you above temp¬ 
tation?” ^ 

Basically, of course, the Social Purists were right. If there were no men 
interested in sexual relations outside of marriage there would be no prosti¬ 
tutes. And in that sense the fall of every woman could be laid at the door 
of a man. One male physician said in 1865 that it was quite common for a 
married man to visit a prostitute occasionally “that he may preserve his 
wife from the chance of pregnancy.” Eliza Duffey gave the Social Purists’ 
answer to that justification for prostitution when she said that if prostitu¬ 
tion was the “only alternative, I think women as a class, would prefer the 
large families.”® In short, what the Social Purists insisted upon was a 
single standard of sexual behavior—and the female one at that. Like the 
Female Reform Society earlier, the Social Purists sought to control men’s 
sexuality in the interest of protecting women, and in the process they were 
helping to enhance women’s autonomy within marriage. 

As one might expect, almost from the outset the fledgling feminist move¬ 
ment, led by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, took a public 
position against the mere regulation of prostitution and worked to defeat 
efforts to bring regulation about. But more significant, though no less ex¬ 
pected, was the identification in the 1880s of less militant women’s organi¬ 
zations with the crusade against not only regulation but against prostitu¬ 
tion in general. Frances Willard, who made the Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union the largest women’s organization in the nation, was 
also a leader of the Social Purity movement. 



In an address entitled “Social Purity, the Latest and Greatest Crusade,” 
Willard told how she had been enlisted in the cause. It began by her seeing 
in Paris the closed, black wagons that carried the prostitutes to their 
weekly medical inspections. For Paris had long regulated brothels. No 
English-speaking woman, Willard said, would stand for such an enormity 
and called upon each young woman to use her sexual attraction in a Vic¬ 
torian version of Lysistrata—to compel her suitors to “choose between 
tobacco and me” and between strong drink and me. Here, of course. 
Social Purity extended the behavioral standards of worrien to men in still 
other areas than sexuality while retaining the idea that women must con¬ 
trol men morally. 

Willard also recognized that women’s power over men was limited, even 
within marriage, for their livelihood still came from men. Hence, as she 
shrewdly pointed out in the same speech, women can exercise this power 
only by being “able to earn their own living, ready for an independent 
life.’- ^ Thus she unwittingly linked the feminist concerns of a later Char¬ 
lotte Perkins Gilman or those of an earlier Elizabeth Smith to the cause of 
Social Purity. The implications of Social Purity were thus carried to their 
logical conclusion, though few women at that time were yet prepared to 
follow them out. 

Undoubtedly the most dramatic sign of success of the Social Purity cam¬ 
paign was that by the middle 1880s virtually no medical societies or orga¬ 
nizations any longer supported the cause of regulation of prostitution. By 
then, too, discussion of sexual matters, despite the Comstock law of 1873, 
was more open than it had been for two generations. After all, one could 
not attack the evils of brothels and prostitution and vice in general without 
mentioning names, institutions, and practices. That was one consequence 
of the Social Purity movement no one had anticipated and one that some 
may well have regretted. 

Although all Social Purists were united in their belief that sexual expres¬ 
sion needed to be limited, beyond that common principle there could be a 
range of beliefs about sexual matters. Some became highly exercised about 
nudity, calling for the draping of statues or the covering up of paintings 
that depicted unclothed figures. Josiah and Deborah Leeds, for example, 
campaigned vigorously against any display of flesh or form, including in 
the ballet. And Frances Willard urged the establishment of boards to pre¬ 
view plays to ascertain their adherence to a code of morals. She also in¬ 
vited the Leeds and Anthony Comstock himself to be superintendents of 
Pure Literature for the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. Eliza Duf- 


fey advised her women readers not to disrobe in the presence of their hus¬ 
bands and to have separate beds, because “the close bodily contact under a 
common bed-covering, in the slight protection which night-clothing af- 
Jords, is a constant provocation of amorous ideas and sensations to the 
husband, if not to both” (italics added). On the other hand, Ida Craddock 
extolled nudity within marriage, declaring that “There are times when to 
be nude in another’s [a spouse’s] sight is to be chaste.” The nude body she 
referred to as “the human form divine.” And other Social Purists during 
the 1890s began to defend nudity in art as serving good, aesthetic pur¬ 
poses. Craddock also recommended to her female readers that they have 
their hymens cut prior to marriage in order to ease the first sexual encoun¬ 
ter. Vaseline was also a good idea for the first night of marriage, she 
added.’’ In sum, there was nothing inherent in Social Purity that required 
its supporters to oppose sexual pleasure or activity, though its principles 
did lend themselves to those who wanted to put them to that use. 

The successful crusade against licensed prostitution was not the only vic¬ 
tory for the Social Purity movement. During the 1890s the movement also 
undertook a campaign in favor of raising the age of consent for sexual ac¬ 
tivity by girls. The intention, of course, was to protect girls, by legal penal¬ 
ties, from the sexual overtures of men. The issue came to the fore after 
1885, when William T. Stead in England exposed the widespread practice 
of buying and selling girls for sexual exploitation. When the issue was first 
raised many people were shocked at how low the minimum legal age of 
consent was in the United States. In many states, for example, it was no 
higher than ten years. Thanks to the agitation of the women and men of 
the Social Purity organizations, state after state in the 1890s raised the age. 
In 1895, for example, Connecticut’s minimum age went from 14 to 16; 
Maine’s started at 10 in 1887, then went to 13, and finally to 14 in 1889. 
In 1893 Arkansas raised its from 12 to 16. By 1900 only two states or ter¬ 
ritories still retained the limit below 14, while twelve jufisdictions had 
raised it as high as 18.’^ The Purity movement hoped to get the minimum 
age up to 21, but few states were prepared to go that far, principally 
because juries would not convict men who had relations with unmarried 
women of that age and also because prostitutes would be in too good a 
position to blackmail their customers were the age placed higher than 18. 
As it was, though, the general upward movement in the minimum age of 
consent was not only a triumph for the Social Purity movement but also 
for the idea that it was more important to protect girls from the sexual 
aggressions of men than to continue to protect men from the few instances 
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of entrapment by prostitutes. Once again women had reached outside the 
home—in this case through the law—to maintain the moral integrity of the 
home, as they saw it. In this instance, too, men’s sexuality was being con¬ 
trolled on behalf of women, and on behalf of ultimately achieving a single 
standard of sexual behavior for both sexes, which was the underlying 
thrust of the Social Purity movement. “As woman becomes free and wise 
and self-sustaining,” predicted Elizabeth Evans, “she will demand the same 
purity of man that has always been demanded of herself ; and if, m her 
subjection, her influence has been so immense both for evil and for good, 
how much greater will be her power when she is universally regarded as 
man’s equal.” And as feminist Caroline Dali wrote, “I have not two sepa¬ 
rate moral standards for the sexes.” 

The interest of Social Purists in the improvement of the position and 
conception of women extended quite naturally to aspects other than a 
single sexual standard for women and men. Social Purists, for pample, 
defended women’s rights in employment. In a speech in 1890, later pub¬ 
lished as a pamphlet, Elizabeth Powell Bond, one of the leaders of Social 
Purity, stressed “the need for work to promote Social Purity.” What she 
meant by work, as she made evident, was wider opportunities for women 
in education and employment. When that was done, she promised, it 
would bring “about a new order of things. Educated women are more anci 
more entering upon independent, self-supporting work,” Some might ob¬ 
ject to this, she admitted, but, since God gave women intelligence, she 
could be expected to exercise it. Even earlier, another Social Purist, Dio 
Lewis, had emphasized the need for women’s employment in order to free 
women from their dependence on marriage and men. It would help to 
make marriage a relationship of affection between companions, he 
thought, and advance the autonomy of women within it. “If women only 
had occupations in which they could secure independence,” Lewis wrote in 
1874, “we should observe a great change in their attitude toward men. 
Gone would be “their ‘low necks and short sleeves,’ their padded busts, 
the dress of their hips, the facial makeup and banter,” which revealed their 
primary purpose. Once women could earn their own living, he continued, 
“so that they can marry for love, and not for clothes and bread, this 
sickening connivance will pass away, and woman’s moral superiority will 
pronounce itself, to the infinite advantage of all concerned. 

Social Purity seems also to have united women in a new sense of sis¬ 
terhood, for, as Elizabeth Powell Bond said, “women of cultivation and 
wealth” were beginning to take up the cause of the underpaid woman. 



“Out of this genuine cooperation of the richer with the poorer, the 
stronger with the weaker, along with the vital influence of the White Cross 
work, will come a type of civilization that the world has not yet known.” 
Bond may have been overoptimistic, as we know from hindsight, but she 
was quite correct when she went on to predict that Social Purity contained 
the seeds of more radical alterations in the relations between the sexes. For 
this new civilization that Bond predicted would display a new androgyny, 
in which sex roles would be overlapping rather than sharply delineated. It 
would be a world with “a womanhood strong as it is fair and sweet; a 
manhood delicate as it is strong and chivalrous.” 

David Pivar, in his path-breaking study of the Social Purity movement, 
has rightly emphasized the new ways of thinking and talking about sex 
and gender that the movement introduced in American social and intellec¬ 
tual life. Sexuality was now open to freer discussion than ever before; a 
new movement for sex education in public institutions and in print began; 
the public became more aware of the need to confront sexual issues 
frankly and directly. And, of course. Social Purity killed off for good any 
possibility that licensed or regulated prostitution would be permissible in 
the United States. The reports on the “social evil” that literally flooded 
from various municipal commissions across the nation in the fifteen years 
before 1914 owe their existence to the work of the Social Purists. All of 
these reports agreed that the “red light districts,” against which the Social 
Purists had campaigned for so long, must go. And so they did. The enact¬ 
ment by Congress of the Mann Act in 1910, which prohibited the trans¬ 
portation across state lines of women for immoral purposes, was likewise 
a monument to the efforts of the Social Purity movement. 

To catalogue the achievements or at least the successes of the Social Pu¬ 
rity movement is not the same as saying all that it accomplished or stood 
for was good or even desirable. It is still an open question whether prosti¬ 
tution can be effectively suppressed and therefore whether it ought to be. 
And by its very character the Social Purity movement always provided a 
place for the censor and the kill-joy, and an opportunity for those who 
took delight in repressing others. Among the Social Purists, Anthony Com¬ 
stock was always a person in good standing. 

From the standpoint of women and the family, however, the significance 
of the Social Purity movement resides principally in the fact that it was a 
part of a larger movement in behalf of women’s freedom and autonomy 
inside and outside the family. As Linda Gordon has pointed out, it is dif¬ 
ficult to distinguish between Social Purity advocates and feminists. It was 
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not unusual for one to slip easily into the other in the course of the same 
speech or article. Social Purists often found themselves advocating eco- 
nomic independence for women. Similarly, virtually all feminists espoused 
Social Purity principles either overtly or indirectly, as when Susan B. An¬ 
thony and Elizabeth Stanton came out against regulation of prostitution. 
Moreover, though Social Purity was primarily concerned with controlling 
the sexuality of men, it also contained the underlying purpose of moving 
society in the direction of equalizing the relations between ipen and 
women. Few feminists, it is true, concerned themselves with limiting male 
sexuality-indeed, as we shall see in Chapter XV, the question of 
trafamily relations was not something most 19th-century feminists and 
suffragists knew how to confront. But certainly the idea of equality was 
something with which feminists did identify. The truth of the intimate rela- 
tionship between feminist principles and the movement to control male 
sexuality is demonstrated by a little-known but relevant controversy m 
Denmark during the 1880s. When the well-known literary critic Georg 
Brandes came out in support of sexual freedom for both sexes (he consid¬ 
ered himself a friend of women’s rights), he was taken to task by the lead¬ 
ing Danish feminist, Elisabeth Grundtvig, on the ground that women could 
not benefit from that kind of equality. Instead, she insisted, men must 
learn to control their sexuality. She went on to argue that regulated prosti- 
tution must be opposed as well, just as the Social Purity advocates in the 
United States contended. In short, feminism and Social Purity had a 
number of things in common, though the two movements assigned di - 
ferent priorities to them. 

Linda Gordon has also called attention to a fundamental assumption in 
Social Purity thought that deserves more elaboration. Today we live in a 
post-Freudian climate of opinion, an intellectual environment in which 
sexuality is taken as given, as something that requires full expression in 
both sexes and even deserves cultivation. Freud himself, to be sure, did not 
advocate indiscriminate sexual expression. On the contrary, he advised 
control and sublimation, believing the channeled sexual energy to be the 
primary source of culture and achievement. Even so, Freud considered sex¬ 
uality as a force essentially independent of individual will and even human 
culture. The Social Purity advocates, on the other hand, considered sex as 
culturally determined. They denied that men were imbued with a stronger 
or more insistent sexual urge than women. The apparent differences be- 
t\v'een the sexual drives of men and women they attributed to the fact that 
men had been allowed to exercise their sexual powers unrestrainedly and 


excessively. “Continence is not a matter of sex,” Elizabeth Evans pointed 
out in 1875, “but of temperament and will and habit”; that women “are 
chaste in outward conduct is due to the force of public opinion, which 
does not allow them to be otherwise without condemnation.” Men are 
unchaste, she continued, because no one has called them “to account for 
their sins against purity.” Moreover, just because “men have always been, 
licentious is no proof that they will always be so.” What distinguishes men 
from animals is that they are not moved by instinct. Thus men, too, can 
learn to control their sexuality just as women have, she concluded. 
Therefore, in the interests of women. Social Purists worked to create an in¬ 
tellectual and legal climate in society and in the family in which men’s con¬ 
trol over their sexual drives would be encouraged. Only by inducing men 
to control their sexuality could women expect to exert control over their 
fertility and their bodies. Less frequent intercourse would produce fewer 
children, as some of the Social Purists pointed out. 

On the other hand, if ever it could be demonstrated or proved that 
physically men required sexual expression more frequently or insistently 
than women, the opportunity or right of a woman to say “no” to her hus¬ 
band would be seriously undermined, if not destroyed. That is why the is¬ 
suance in 1895 of a “Medical Declaration of Chastity” was so important 
to the Social Purity advocates. For in that declaration a group of physi¬ 
cians publicly agreed that male continence was in no way detrimental to 
health. One historian has recently contended that a reason why the “red 
light district” disappeared so quickly in the early 20th century was that a 
principal justification was removed by the increasing professional agree¬ 
ment among physicians that continence was not harmful to men.*® 

The meaning of the Social Purity movement in particular and of Victo¬ 
rian ideas on sexuality in general offered here is not the prevailing histori¬ 
cal interpretation. Most writers on Victorian sexual attitudes, notably Ste¬ 
ven Marcus and Peter Cominus, have explained the so-called repressive or 
limited approach to sexual expression quite differently.*^ And just because 
that view has been widely followed by others, it is worth examining briefly 
in order to make plain why it is not persuasive. 

Cominus and Marcus have contended that the movement to limit sexual 
expenditure was analogous to the frugal and conserving habits of a na¬ 
scent capitalist economy, the stage of development of England and the 
United States in the 19th century. People of the middle class, who are ex¬ 
pected to husband material resources, would naturally apply that set of 
priorities or values to their sexual life as well. Hence their concern about 


undue indulgence, particularly by men, for whom the sexual act did indeed 
entail a physical loss. 

Superficially, the idea has appeal, if only because the involuntary loss of 
sperm by men was apparently a troublesome and widespread medical 
problem in the middle years of the 19th century. Male doctors wrote 
books about it. But upon closer examination, the interpretation does not 
fit the nature of the 19th-century economy though on closeness of fit rests 
its validity. As R. S. Neale has cogently pointed out, the industrial econ¬ 
omy of the 19th century was not in especial need of capital accumulation, 
as Cominus and Marcus’ explanation demands. The primary concern was 
consumption—that is, how to sell the goods that the industrial system was 
producing in large quantities. Throughout the century the central problem 
was finding markets for goods, not conserving resources. Cominus and 
others who have advanced this conception of an industrial society have 
confused it with the beginnings of capitalism, the period when accumula¬ 
tion of capital was indeed an important consideration. But in 19th-century 
America, especially after 1850, the concern was not how to husband re¬ 
sources but how to find markets for the goods that were pouring from 
fields and factories. As economist David A. Wells observed in 1877, “the 
country ... is suffering today ... not because we have not, but because 
we have; not from scarcity, but from abundance.”^® 

Thus the concern to save semen, to which Marcus and Cominus refer, 
could not have derived from analogous concerns about the economy. In 
any case, as several proponents of restriction on sexual expression made 
clear, it was not the loss of semen that was worrying them. Dio Lewis in 
1874, for example, said, “It is the sexual excitement more than the emis¬ 
sion which exhausts.” He also discounted spermatorrhea or involuntary 
loss of semen as a serious problem, despite what many medical men of the 
time thought. Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell made a similar point when she 
wrote that “the amount of nervous energy expended by the male in the 
temporary act of sexual congress is very great, out of all apparent propor¬ 
tion to its physical results”--that is, the loss of semen.In a sense, both 
Lewis and Blackwell were anticipating Freud’s later argument that subli¬ 
mation was the reason for restricting the expenditure of sexual energy, 
that out of such repression came art, science, and culture in general. 

If one is interested in an economic model to explain the rise of the Social 
Purity movement and the development of limits on sexual activity in the 
Victorian era, a more plausible one has been advanced by Randall Collins 
and Daniel Scott Smith .22 Collins and Smith regard marriage as an ex- 



change situation, in which men and women seek to gain advantage from 
what one has to offer the other. Given the nature of the sex roles in the 
19th century, the principal asset of women in this exchange was their sex. 
As Charlotte Perkins Gilman pointed out in Women and Economics, 
(1898), the fundamental reciprocity was women’s sexuality and maternity 
in exchange for men’s financial support. (Housekeeping and cooking were 
incidental in the exchange since they did not depend upon sex. A hired 
man could have provided those services.) Once the marriage was made, 
however, a woman’s power was considerably reduced since, as Gilman 
again pointed out, a woman had no way of economically sustaining herself 
without a husband. Gilman’s answer to the problem was a job, but that 
was, for reasons that will be clearer later in this book, not a feasible an¬ 
swer in the 19th or early 20th century. A more practical and certainly 
more immediate solution was for a woman to control her own fertility and 
her husband’s sexual access to her. Children and sexual expression were 
the “goods” she had to offer; if the supply could be reduced, the “price” 
would rise. That is to say, to translate the argument into power terms, she 
would have more influence with her husband and thus could enhance her 
autonomy. The only way that could be achieved would be to control male 
sexuality. This, in turn, could be accomplished in several ways, two of 
which we have already looked at in a different context. The easiest to 
achieve was to argue that women did not experience sexual pleasure, as 
writers like Dr. Acton suggested. Women could then appeal to their hus¬ 
bands’ sense of guilt. Another way to control men’s sexuality was to 
mount a campaign outside the home calling upon husbands, for a variety 
of reasons, to control their own sexuality. This was, of course, the Social 
Purity movement. Viewed in this light, the attack on prostitution became 
another way in which the power of women was enhanced by denying to 
men any sexual outlet other than their wives. And certainly this interpreta¬ 
tion of the objection to licensed prostitution fits in with the strong hostility 
that many women and “moral” men displayed toward prostitution then 
and later. 

Such a restrictive attitude toward sexuality by women would change 
when more reliable means of control over fertility became available and 
when opportunities for economic independence for women improved. In 
such a changed social and technological context, limiting sexual expression 
would not be so closely tied to women’s interest in controlling fertility. 
Then it would be possible to argue, as some feminists in the 1970s have, 
that women should have the same right to express their sexuality outside 


marriage as men, and that women’s sexual needs are neither less insistent 
nor less worthy of satisfaction than men’s. But, until these social changes 
took place, most married women found control of male sexuality the best 
way to protect and advance women’s individuality or autonomy within the 
family—that is, to secure women’s interests. 

The success that some women achieved in applying a female standard of 
sexuality to men is suggested by what we know—slim as that body of in¬ 
formation may be—about the sexual behavior of married couples at the 
beginning and at the end of the 19th century. In the Mosher Survey of 45 
married women, one question asked what the frequency of intercourse 
was. Of the 45 women 25 said that they had intercourse once a week or 
less; ten said they had it once or twice a week, and 9 more said they had it 
more than twice a week. (One did not answer the question.) In themselves 
these figures do not tell us how the women felt about these frequencies, 
whether they were too high or too low. But Mosher included another quite 
relevant question. She asked the women what they would consider the 
ideal frequency. 

To this question eight women did not offer a response, so total respon¬ 
dents numbered 37. Only eight of the women wanted intercourse as much 
as once a week or more, and nine said when both partners wanted it. Yet, 
according to the actual frequencies reported in the first question, nineteen 
women had engaged in intercourse more than once a week. In short, more 
than half of the women had engaged in intercourse more frequently than 
they would have liked. In the early 20th century. Dr. Robert L. Dickinson, 
well-known birth-control advocate and gynecologist, not only attested to 
the lower frequency of intercourse desired by women than by men, but 
also recorded the conclusion that women were in fact restricting their hus¬ 
bands’ frequency. As he put it, laconically, “average couple has intercourse 
twice a week or oftener, the emphasis leaning toward three times. . . . 
The account of the wife is, approximately, that the husband would like 
coitus three times a week she would be willing once, and they compromise 
on twice. 

It is possible, of course, to interpret these figures and comments not as a 
sigti of women’s influence but as the mutual influence of men and women 
in matters of sexual activity. And, in a sense, that is the meaning of many 
of the relations between the sexes in marriage. But there is still some fur¬ 
ther evidence to suggest more directly that women’s efforts to control 
men’s sexuality in the course of the 19th century met with some success. 
Alfred Kinsey in his book on women’s sexual habits noted that the median 



frequencies of coitus in married couples dropped from 3.2 per week for his 
born before 1900 group of women to 2.6 per week in the group born after 
1900. If one assumes, as Dr. Robert Dickinson had, and the Mosher Sur¬ 
vey implied, that women desired a lower frequency than men, then these 
figures suggest that by the early 20th century women’s influence over sex¬ 
ual activity was growing. And this was in part Kinsey’s own explanation 
for the drop in frequency. He related it to a growing willingness on the 
part of husbands “to consider the wife’s desire in regard to the frequencies 
of coitus.”^"* Unfortunately, we do not have comparably full information 
on frequency for the 19th century, so we cannot be sure whether or not 
the trend Kinsey measured in the early 20th century was the continuation 
of an earlier trend or just the beginning of a new one. From what we know 
of the Social Purity movement and the general atmosphere in favor of limi¬ 
tation on sexual activity during the last half of the century it is plausible to 
conclude that Kinsey was measuring a long-term trend rather than a novel 
development. 

That this may have been so is suggested by two additional arguments. 
The first comes from a report by two historians of sexual attitudes. They 
noted that in the marriage manuals published in the first half of the 19th 
century the average recommended frequency of intercourse was four to 
five times a week.^s if that higher figure can be taken as representative of 
the early part of the century, then women did indeed have a dampening or 
restraining influence on men’s sexual habits in the course of the century. 
The second reason for believing that the frequency of intercourse among 
married couples actually declined during the 19th century is what we 
know happened to the birth rate. It is well known that a decline in 
frequency of intercourse is highly correlated with a fall in births. And 
especially was this likely in the 19th century when, as we saw in Chapter 
IX, the methods of birth control available to couples were not always reli¬ 
able. A decline in frequency of intercourse, in short, may well have been a 
significant cause for the fall in the birth rate. In fact, some economic 
demographers look to a decline in frequency as perhaps the most impor¬ 
tant single explanation for the 19th-century decline in fertility. If women 
generally desired less frequent intercourse in marriage, then the fall in the 
birth rate is an indirect but important measure of women’s influence over 
male sexual expression. 

Phrasing the matter in those terms, however, assumes that males were 
being put upon. Expressed more neutrally, the trend showed an increase in 
that sense of mutual consideration which was at the heart of the new ideal 


of marriage between companions that had begun to emerge in the early 
years of the 19th century. Presumably, too, as the literature on marriage 
reform and Social Purity promised, a reduction in the frequency of inter¬ 
course was accompanied by an improvement in the quality of sexual satis¬ 
faction for both man and woman as a result of taking woman’s needs and 
desires into consideration. 

The public movement to enhance women’s autonomy within the family 
by controlling sexuality was merely one organizational activity of women. 
There were a number of others during the 19th century. The expansion 
and evolution of women’s activities outside the home form an important 
part of the story of women’s awakening to self-interest and individuality. 
Although many of these activities originated in domestic concerns, they 
often had effects that ramified far beyond their family origins. It is to that 
story we turn in the next chapter. 


XIII 

The World Is Only a Large Home 


Throughout the 19th century the idea of a separate sphere for women was 
the ideological framework within which women lived and worked. At the 
same time, however, as we have noticed in connection with the Social Pu¬ 
rity movement, during most of the century women were in fact active in 
organizations and in behalf of causes outside the home. Ideologically, this 
new activity was inherent in the conception of separate spheres: if women 
were to be effective guardians of the home and its morality, then they 
might well find it necessary to act in the world in order to protect the 
home and to preserve its morality. The connection in the popular mind be¬ 
tween women and morality provided strong justification for women’s par¬ 
ticipation in organizations and activities outside the kitchen or the nursery. 

Almost from the beginning of settlement in the English colonies, religion 
and the churches were a special sphere of activity for women. This did not 
mean that women were ministers or even officers of the church, for they 
were not. In 17th-century Massachusetts, Anne Hutchinson was at once 
notorious and an exception. Few women in the established churches fol¬ 
lowed her model of teaching religion, though some time later Quaker 
women did act as missionaries and leaders within their sect. But if most 
women did not lead in the churches, they were conspicuous from the out¬ 
set as members. As early as the 1650s, for example, women outnumbered 
men in the churches of New England. During the Great Awakening of the 
1740s Jonathan Edwards was considered to be a preacher of unusual skill 
because he converted as many men as women, at a time when women still 
far outnumbered men among church members. The revivals among the 
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Baptists and other evangelical sects usually won more women converts 
than men. During the Second Great Awakening at the end of the 18th and 
opening of the 19th century, in four Connecticut towns almost tvyo-thirds 
of the converts were women—usually young and unmarried. In the so- 
called “Burned-Over District” of upstate New York, which gained its 
name from the frequency of revivals there, and which was the seedbed of 
many early 19th-century reform groups, women were conspicuous at the 
meetings. One observer wrote in 1823 that women outnumbered men two 
to one among the denominations in the district. In the evangelical 
churches in the southern states at the end of the 18th century, white 
women outnumbered men almost two to one, even though men actually 
outnumbered women in the population. 

Even after the Second Awakening had run its course, foreign travelers 
commented on the disproportionate number of women at the camp meet¬ 
ings and revivals in the back country of the 1830s and 1840s. Significantly 
enough, these comments came from women and men, and from friends as 
well as enemies of revivalism. This predominance of women among 
churchgoers persisted throughout the 19th century. As Mary Poor wrote 
her husband in 1870, “Yesterday we had a Good Friday service—Our 
Rev. preached one of his best sermons to one man (Mr. Davis) and a 
pretty good company of females.” ^ 

Not surprisingly, churchmen liked the interest women showed in re¬ 
ligion, and they recognized and praised the affinity. Many believed women 
had a special gift for religion and morality. “Their sensibility, their viva¬ 
city, and sprightly imagination, their sympathy or tenderness toward 
distress and those in imminent danger of distress,” wrote one minister in 
1814, “qualify them, with the grace of God added, to make Christians of 
the first cast. Their affections are ardent and easily moved; and, when 
made to move in a religious direction, give them great, and sometimes un¬ 
speakable happiness.” 2 It was more likely that women’s nurturing and 
supportive role in the home, rather than anything intrinsic in their nature, 
inclined women to the characterispcs the writer pointed to, but, whatever 
the source of the involvement of women in.the churches, it was real and 
pervasive. Donald Mathews in his recent study of southern religion says 
that “women made southern Evangelicanism possible.” That came 
through in “almost every surviving local church record as well as from the 
daily journals, personal letters, and sometimes sentimental rn.emoirs of 
. . . clergymen.” Not only were women the majority of church members 
in the South, Mathews continues, but “they provided indispensable sup- 



port to the clergy. Almost every Methodist circuit rider and itinerant Bap¬ 
tist missionary who left an account of his work revealed an impressive reli¬ 
ance upon women for moral support as well as for basic physical 
comfort.” 

This intense association between women and the churches laid the bases 
for married women’s movement out of the narrow sphere of the home. 
The operative word here is “married,” for the unmarried woman, usually 
the young woman prior to marriage, also moved out of the urban home 
into paid employment. That social migration, however, was economic, not 
religious in motivation, as we shall see in Chapter XV. 

Simply because married women were heavily involved in the work of 
churches, ministers often encouraged them to undertake tasks of benevo¬ 
lence within their towns or cities. As early as 1805, Janet James has writ¬ 
ten, “every large city and town had societies supplying soup, sewing, and 
firewood” to the poor, usually under the direction of women from the 
leading families. Sometimes these women set up schools to teach the poor,^ 
The Sunday School movement owes its origins to the interest and energies 
of such women. As early as 1804 a number of women from various Protes¬ 
tant denominations formed a “Union Society” for the education of poor 
girls in Philadelphia on Sunday. This all-woman organization was incorpo¬ 
rated in 1808 in the names of twenty-eight women. It flourished for years, 
having as many as 300 students in one of its several schools. In 1812, in 
New York City, Joanne Bethune took the initiative with a number of other 
women to organize what became in 1816 the “Female Union Society for 
the Promotion of Sabbath-Schools.” Although its primary function was 
teaching religion, it expressed an interest in improving teaching methods 
and opened its doors to educate female adults who could not attend school 
during the week. Within one year, the Society had established 21 schools 
with 250 teachers and 3,163 pupils. As Edwin Wilbur Rice, historian and 
head of the Sunday School movement, wrote in the early 20th century, 
without women’s “cooperation, it is doubtful whether the modern Sunday- 
School movement would not have proved a conspicuous failure.” Three or 
four out of every five teachers, he wrote, were women. Women were also 
active in writing the literature taught in the schools, and usually outnum¬ 
bered and outproduced the male authors of such books. Sarah Stearns, 
despite her many pregnancies, took a close interest in the benevolent socie¬ 
ties of her Massachusetts town. In 1815, for example, she noted in her 
journal that “a female charitable Society” had just been formed to help 
“destitute children and furnish them with the means of attending school 
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and public worship.” The same year she also wrote that “a little band of 
youthful females have ... formed themselves into a society for improve¬ 
ment in piety.” In a number of small cities and towns, like Troy, New 
York, and Salem and Newburyport in Massachusetts, in the first two de¬ 
cades of the 19th century, women organized and managed orphan asy¬ 
lums./* 

Literally scores of such benevolent, religiously oriented if not simply 
religious societies were formed across New England in the years before 
1820. Other sections were only a little behind in emulating the practice. 
During the 1830s and after, even small towns like Cazenovia, New York, 
and Austinburg, Ohio, had “reasoning” societies and literary groups made 
up mostly of married ladies who met to discuss politics and economic 
questions along with religious concerns. Donald Mathews points out that 
in the South, prayer meetings of women often developed into social and 
benevolent organizations. He sees such meetings as the foundation of 
women’s public life in the South. Largely because all of these groups 
stayed well within the traditional moral and “female” sphere, few men or 
women objected to them. In fact, their religious character and tone won 
the praise and the support of the religious press and establishment. 

As reform organizations, these religious groups and societies were 
usually quite innocuous. But as alternatives to the home for married 
women, they were seminal. Women gained experience in organizing them¬ 
selves and carrying out goals set by themselves. As Mathews has put it, 
from their religious groups and associations, women gained “psychological 
and social space.” A measure of the significance of the gain, he pointed 
out, is the hostility that some of the evangelical ministers in the South ex¬ 
perienced from husbands because of a wife’s desire to convert. He cites 
one case of a husband who had forbidden his wife to be baptized, and, 
when her conscience compelled her to do so anyway, he shot the preacher. 

The benevolent groups also provided outlets for women’s talents and in¬ 
terests that the home could not always satisfy. The members of the socie¬ 
ties made social contacts with other women and developed peer associa¬ 
tions that provided a sense of identity in a world in which a woman’s 
place depended almost entirely upon her connection with a man. As one 
woman wrote in 1837 to the New York Reform Society, “I rejoice . . . 
that I am woman; and I never gloried more in my sex than I do now.” 
Fifteen years later, another woman wrote in a similar vein to a female 
journal. “I certainly never had a low conception of . . . women, but 
nothing has raised my ideas of her abilities so high as an acquaintance 




with the workings of the Home for the Friendless.” ^ And because these ac¬ 
tivities fitted in with the popular belief that women were naturally moral 
and benevolent no one objected to the organizations. It is highly likely that 
the participation of many married women in these various activities rein¬ 
forced the doctrine of separate spheres, while, in turn, the idea of the sepa¬ 
rate spheres legitimized the activities. 

By the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th, some Prot¬ 
estant sects, notably Quakers and Baptists, provided some opportunities to 
women to be leaders and preachers. The Quakers in particular made few 
role distinctions between the sexes, so it was not accidental that many of 
the early women antislavery leaders, like Abby Kelley, Lucretia Mott, and 
Lydia Maria Child, came out of Quaker backgrounds. This was also true 
of many of the later suffrage leaders. In short, rather than seeing women’s 
religious organizations and immersion in the church in the early 19th cen¬ 
tury as a sign of women’s conservatism born of the masculine-imposed 
doctrine of separate spheres, it is worth recognizing that for many married 
women religious activities opened up new horizons without calling into 
question their domestic duties or outlook. Such activities were admittedly 
identified as female rather than human, but, as Nancy Cott has reminded 
us, that very identification gave women a sense of themselves as women, a 
development that was indispensable if women were to expand their oppor¬ 
tunities still further. The sex as a whole thus carved out a domain for itself 
that extended beyond the home, even while those activities owed their ori¬ 
gins and their justification to domestic duties. 

The moral character of these early benevolent societies and concerns en¬ 
couraged women who worked in them to slip over into activities with a 
stronger aura of social reform about them. Lydia Andrews Finney, the wife 
of the famous Oberlin evangelist Charles Grandison Finney, filled her let¬ 
ters with her reform activities in behalf of temperance, education, and the 
antislavery movement. She was no believer in women’s rights in general, 
nor a feminist, but her social interests tended to undercut those who 
argued that women should stay away from such outside activities. Yet all 
of her activities were justified by her religious concerns—that is, precisely 
those qualities that ministers praised women for exhibiting: compassion, 
tenderness, sympathy, and humanitarianism. As we saw in a previous 
chapter, religious principles lay at the root of the New York Female Moral 
Reform Society, which took upon itself in the 1830s to eradicate prostitu¬ 
tion and the double sexual standard. The appeal of the Society to women 
revealed the central role of religion in its reason for being. ‘‘It is the impe- 



rious duty of ladies everywhere, and of every religious denomination, to 
cooperate in the great work of moral reform,” the Society’s journal as¬ 
serted. It was a religious impulse that caused the Ladies’ Home Missionary 
Society in the 1850s in New York City to found a kind of early settlement 
house in the notorious Five Points district. “What no legal enactment 
could accomplish—what no machinery of municipal government could ef¬ 
fect.,” a male att(j)rney wrote enthusiastically, “women have brought about 
quietly but thoroughly, and triumphantly.”® And during the Civil War the 
Sanitary Commission and similar organizations in the southern states drew 
upon this reservoir of female benevolence in behalf of soldiers and their 
families on both sides of the battlefield. 

In the years before the Civil War, the reform that most conspicuously 
attracted women, especially married women, and did the most to move 
them into public activities was the antislavery cause. The plight of black 
people under slavery was a natural object of benevolence for women who 
had been taught to be charitable, to believe in education and in the Chris¬ 
tian duty of uplifting the poor and unfortunate. If any group of human 
beings in America qualified for such benevolence, blacks, both slave and 
free, certainly did. An astute abolitionist agitator like William Lloyd Garri¬ 
son made the most of women’s reputation for religious benevolence. “The 
destiny of the slaves is in the hands of American women,” he wrote early 
in his career in 1833, “and complete emancipation can never take place 
without their cooperation.” After noting that the women in England had 
been active in ending slavery in the British Empire, he urged American 
women to do the same. He concluded by saying that if “ I fail to awaken 
your sympathies, and secure your aid, I may well despair of gaining the 
hearts and support of men.”'^ Here he was playing with a vengeance upon 
the doctrine of separate spheres. Women abolitionists, too, were quick to 
point out that women in particular could be expected to sympathize with 
the slaves since under slavery women and children were especially debased. 

Involvement in the antislavery movement did more than draw upon the 
religious concerns of women; it also set them thinking about their position 
within the movement, pushing them, here and there, to seek equality with 
men. As early as 1836, an Ohio abolitionist assured a woman worker in 
the cause that “in Jesus Christ there is neither male nor female. ... A 
mind whether deposited in a male or female body is equally valuable for 
all moral and intellectual purposes. Indeed there is no station in life but 
what may be filled as ably and as beneficially by women as by men.”® 
Though this was admittedly a radical statement, which only a few male 






abolitionists could accept, it was a sign of the intellectual forces that an¬ 
tislavery had let loose. Yet it was no more than a sign. As late as 1840, 
women were denied the right to appear on the floor of a world antislavery 
convention in London and at other places in the United States. Most male 
abolitionists feared that the assertion of equality between men and women 
within the movement would jeopardize the cause of the slave by frighten¬ 
ing away potential supporters. To such abolitionists—and they were in the 
majority—the greater cause was antislavery; woman’s emancipation must 
wait upon the slave’s. 

This hostility of men to women’s full acceptance within the antislavery 
movement was a source of consciousness-raising for many women aboli¬ 
tionists. Suddenly, as they fought for the freedom of the slave, they found 
that they had their own gender’s cause to fight. Abolitionist women often 
obtained their first sense of identity as an oppressed group from their work 
with fellow abolitionists. In 1837 the first Antislavery Convention of 
American Women, meeting in New York, resolved “that as certain rights 
and duties are common to all moral beings, the time has come for women 
to move in that sphere which Providence has assigned her and no longer 
remain satisfied in their circumscribed limits which corrupt custom and a 
perverted application of Scripture has encircled her.’’^ 

Although that meeting was composed entirely of women, the resolution 
did not pass unanimously. Women abolitionists, in short, found it difficult 
sometimes to be accepted by other women, as well as by the world at 
large. In the beginning, churches and meeting houses denied them pulpits, 
while newspapers and public figures assailed them for behaving in a man¬ 
ner unbecoming to their sex. Before women abolitionists, led by Angelina 
Grimke, began speaking in public, virtually no respectable woman, except 
the notorious social radical Fanny Wright, had appeared on a public plat¬ 
form. But long before the antislavery cause was won, abolitionist women 
had gained acceptance as public speakers. And those women who were not 
willing to speak in public, were willing to sign petitions opposing slavery; 
William Lloyd Garrison said that many more women signed such petitions 
than men. Though even that amount of public activity was novel, if not 
threatening to many married women, the very act of signing must have 
marked a significant step in a signer’s movement out of the home and into 
activities not usually associated with the roles of wife and mother. 

One source of consciousness-raising close at hand was the male aboli¬ 
tionists. “I think the tom-turkey ought to do the gobbling,” wrote Elizur 
Wright, Jr:, in 1838 in regard to women’s speaking in public. “1 am op- 


posed to hens crowing, and surely, as a rule, to female-preaching.” But, he 
later admitted, he was not about to become the “executioner of the laws of 
nature,” Even Theodore Weld, one of the most radical and egalitarian- 
minded of the young abolitionists in the 1840s, had to be taken to task by 
Angelina Grimke for initially failing to accept women’s equal role in the 
antislavery cause. Contrary to what he thought, she informed him in 1837, 
it was not the Quaker religion that justified her public speaking against 
slavery, but “Bible ground and moral right. What we claim for ourselves, 
we claim for every woman whom God has called and qualified with gifts 
and graces.” When Weld expressed doubt that it was proper to endanger 
the cause of antislavery with a concomitant advocacy of worpen’s rights, 
Grimke’s response was quick and sharp. “We will settle this right before 
we go one step further. The time to assert a right is the time when that 
right is denied. We must establish this right for if we do not, it will be im¬ 
possible for us to go on with the work of emancipation.” So far as Weld 
was concerned, Grimke must have successfully established the principle, 
for the next year they were married. But the question of whether women 
should or should not put their own cause before that of blacks would con¬ 
tinue to bedevil women for another quarter of a century, at least. It lay, 
for instance, at the root of the division in the suffrage organization into 
two rival groups in 1869, a division that was not healed until 1890. 

The participation of women, married and unmarried, in the reform 
movement that dominated all others during the antebellum decades was 
seminal in the growth of women’s self-consciousness as well as being a 
prime example of the way religious involvement brought women into re¬ 
form work. As the minutes of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society 
phrased the point in 1839, “by the concentration of our efforts in this 
way, \ve not only advance the cause of the emancipation of the slave, but 
... the fettered mind of woman is fast releasing itself from the thralldom 
in which long existing custom has it bound.” Furthermore, the minutes 
continued, as a result of using her talents in behalf of the slave, “woman’s 
intelligence as well as moral being is rising into new life.”“ 

It was through the cause of antislavery that some women learned how 
to speak in public and many women became familiar with public partici¬ 
pation as a legitimate role for a married woman. Literally hundreds of 
mothers and wives gained experience in organizing themselves into groups 
and absorbing hostile reactions from men and women. And a few women 
pushed the cause of antislavery to the point where it encompassed equality 
for women in the name of human rights. It is because of this latter devel- 



opment that historian Keith Melder quite properly designates women’s 
participation in the antislavery movement as the training ground for the 
woman’s rights movement, which began with the meeting at Seneca Falls, 
New York, in 1848. It was that meeting which set forth, in a well-known 
rewriting of the Declaration of Independence of 1776, the essential ele¬ 
ments for the equality of women in American society. The women’s Decla¬ 
ration put man in place of George III; in place of the thirty-odd grievances 
against the King the women listed an equal number of accusations of 
masculine oppression. 

Important as the participation of women in the antislavery movement 
may have been for raising women’s consciousness of self, women probably 
made up no more than 10 or 15 per cent of the workers in the antislavery 
societies. In fact, the anti-slavery movement as a whole, men included, was 
never a mass activity. In short, women’s participation was that of a frac¬ 
tion within a fraction. Similarly, the woman’s movement throughout the 
19th century left untouched the great mass of women, married and unmar¬ 
ried. At no time were more than a few thousand women actively involved 
in the feminist or suffrage causes. The great preponderance of women ei¬ 
ther had nothing to do with feminism, or actually scorned it as unneces¬ 
sary and wrong-headed. Why this was so will be a question we shall 
explore in the next chapter. Meanwhile, let us look at other activities of 
women that were, like the religious and benevolent work, more attractive 
to the majority of married women than either feminism or antislavery. 

The key to understanding which activities appealed to middle-class mar¬ 
ried women in the 19th century is the relation between the activity and the 
separate sphere of women. The closer a female activity was associated with 
the moral and domestic responsibilities of women as prescribed by the sep¬ 
arate spheres, the more likely that activity was to be condoned and fairly 
readily accepted by other women and society in general. The church- 
spawned benevolent activities of women aroused few hostile remarks or 
resistance, while public speaking by women against slavery often brought 
opprobrium and denials of pulpits and lecterns. Such activities smacked of 
masculine practices and were certainly unrelated to domestic routines. Yet 
an aura of religious commitment and Christian benevolence always sur¬ 
rounded the antislavery movement and its supporters. Religion was their 
justification. This connection with religion lent support to the idea that 
women’s participation in the antislavery cause was not entirely unrelated 
to their proper role as guardians of morality and dispensers of Christian 
benevolence. 


Women’s role in the family was also a prime reason for women’s inter¬ 
est in the antislavery movement. It was widely assumed in the North that 
under slavery the family could not exist among Negroes and that it was 
common for white masters to compel slave women to have sexual relations 
with them. Opposition to slavery seemed, therefore, a natural concern of 
women, an outgrowth not only of their religious humanitarianism but also 
of their roles as wives and mothers. 

But when the logic of the antislavery involvement pushed some women 
or men to assert the equality of the sexes, a wall of disapproval and even 
hostility was quickly erected. From that implication the great majority of 
women drew back. The necessity to legitimize the activities of women by 
relating them to their domestic roles would continue to determine the ac¬ 
ceptability of women’s organizations well into the 2()th century. 

There was another way in which women’s activities moved outside the 
home in the early 19th century without doing immediate violence to the 
idea of separate spheres, but which carried within it seeds that, when they 
sprouted, would split the barriers that separated them. This was the idea 
that, if women were central to the family and intended to be the principal, 
if not the only child-rearers, then it followed that they needed to be suf¬ 
ficiently educated to assume that high responsibility. As Catharine Beecher 
wrote in her famous Treatise on Domestic Economy, “the proper educa¬ 
tion of a man decides the welfare of an individual; but educate a woman, 
and the interests of a whole family are secured.” And insofar as the ideal 
wife and mother was also a companion to her husband, then it also fol¬ 
lowed that to fulfill that role, too, she must be adequately educated. What 
“adequately” meant was susceptible to changing definition, as subsequent 
history would show. But once the idea had been advanced, it could not be 
ignored or suppressed; it had set changes in motion. 

It is not easy in all of this to separate cause from result. Did wornen win 
improved chances for education because men recognized the advantages of 
having an educated companion-wife and an educated mother for their 
children? Or was it the other way round: because women through their 
own and others’ efforts gained an education, it was increasingly possible to 
leave the education of children in their hands and to expect that a wife 
would be more than a household drudge and a bearer of children—that 
she could also be a man’s lifetime companion? Most likely it worked both 
ways, each development affecting the other dialectically. 

What we can be sure about is that around the end of the 18th century 
there was a marked improvement in the education of girls. This was al- 



most precisely the time, as we have seen, when a new conception of chil¬ 
dren and a new emphasis upon women’s separate sphere were becoming 
apparent. Before the Revolution even the most rudimentary aspects of 
girls’ education had lagged behind boys’. Prior to the 18th century the lit¬ 
eracy of adult women was considerably less than that of men. During the 
first generation in 17th-century New England perhaps half of adult men 
could sign their names; only about one-third of women could. By 1776 
four-fifths of adult men could sign their names, but only 40 to 45 per cent 
of women were able to. The education of girls, even of this most rudimen¬ 
tary kind, was probably even less advanced in the remaining English colo¬ 
nies. One authority reported that at the end of the 17th century only one 
out of three women in Virginia could sign their names as compared with 
three out of five men. The most recent research informs us that a regres¬ 
sion in literacy occurred among rural women between 1705 and 1760, but 
that an upsurge was evident among men to as high as 80 per cent literate. 
Yet by 1850, when the census first recorded figures on literacy, over 87 per 
cent of all white women in America over twenty years of age could read 
and write. A detailed analysis of northern farm families drawn from the 
1860 manuscript census discovered that the literacy of white husbands and 
wives differed only marginally. Some 94 per cent of white husbands were 
literate as compared with 91 per cent of wives. 

The explanation for the striking improvement in women’s literacy since 
the Revolution is that near the end of the 18th century a movement for the 
education of girls got under way. When books and articles advocated 
educating girls on a par with boys in the years after the Revolution, few 
objections were raised. Instead the need for such education was tied to the 
needs of a new republic: women would make sure that patriot sons were 
reared properly. Benjamin Rush, the well-known Jeffersonian and physi¬ 
cian in Philadelphia, advocated a special and rigorous education for girls. 
Where schools for boys could not or would not admit girls, seminaries for 
females were established. One of the best known was headed by Emma 
Willard, who founded it in 1821, soon after publishing her Plan for Im¬ 
proving Female Education in 1819. Willard’s aim was to give women a 
solid education so that they could be well-trained mothers, and, if neces¬ 
sary, self-supporting as teachers. Even better known was the Hartford 
Female Seminary, founded in 1823, by Catharine Beecher, sister of the au¬ 
thor of Uncle Tom's Cabin, Nor were such institutions confined to New 
England or New York. The Huntsville Female Seminary in Alabama, 
founded in 1831, was one of the most prestigious schools in the country. 



But undoubtedly the most significant development of all was that, as pub¬ 
licly supported education expanded in the first decades of the 19th cen¬ 
tury, girls were almost invariably included along with boys. Even raw, new 
towns in the frontier West and South insisted on education for children of 
both sexes. For the history of women and the family in the United States 
this social decision ranks among the most fateful. By 1860 it was almost as 
likely for a white girl as a white boy to attend school, even in the farming 
regions of the country. The study of the manuscript census returns for 
northern and western farm families referred to earlier, disclosed that 82 
per cent of all white females between 10 and 14 were in school in 1860 as 
compared with 84 per cent of all white males of those ages. Two histo¬ 
rians, in examining the school records of Massachusetts in 1860 and 1880, 
found to their surprise that more girls than boys attended primary school. 
As the historians noted significantly enough, “school officials rarely distin¬ 
guished between girls and boys in talking about early education needs and 
abilities.” 

The success of the private female academies and seminaries also ensured 
that when secondary education surged forward after the Civil War it 
would also be overwhelmingly coeducation. Secondary education for girls 
went back much earlier, the first public high school for girls being founded 
in Wo rcester, Massachusetts, in 1824. But secondary school education for ei¬ 
ther sex was not widespread until after 1870. In that year there were only 
160 high schools in the whole country. Ten years later, however, the figure 
was almost 800 and by the close of the century the number was over 6000. 
One survey of city educational systems at the beginnings of the 1890s re¬ 
ported that out of 628 cities only fifteen had separate high schools for boys 
and girls. From 1870, when the statistics first began to be kept, until the 
middle of the 20th century, the girls who graduated each year from high 
school always outnumbered the boys. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
the Census of 1880 found that the proportion of literacy for young women 
was actually higher than for young white men. 

The movement for the equal education of girls and boys went forward 
rapidly and successfully—almost without opposition. The idea fitted easily 
into the social ideology that women were the rearers of children and the 
moral companions of men within the family. This acceptance of girls edu¬ 
cation, however, stopped short at the collegiate or university level. Prior 
to the 1830s there was no institution of higher education that permitted 
young women to enter, though colleges for young men went back to the 
17th century. Indeed, during the 18th century and the first three decades 


of the 19th, there was an upsurge in the founding of colleges, including 
several state universities in the South. But none of these new institutions, 
much less the earlier ones, admitted young women. Higher education was 
a part of man’s sphere because the purpose of it was to train ministers, 
professional men, and political leaders. Girls, it was thought, had no more 
need for a college education than did a boy intending to be a farmer or a 
businessman. Even Emma Willard, founder of a famous school for girls in 
Troy, New York, recognized this point when she wrote in 1819 of “the 
absurdity of sending ladies to colleges” which were simply modeled after 
those of men. She sought to train young women to be teachers, but she 
emphasized how different the education she intended to offer was from 
that given to men in their colleges. 

The total exclusion of women from colleges was broken in 1837, when 
Oberlin College in Ohio permitted women to enroll with men at its open¬ 
ing. That same year the Michigan legislature, when it passed legislation to 
found a state university, provided that places be set aside for women, 
though until 1870 none was actually allowed to attend. In 1852 Antioch 
College opened its doors to both women and men, and by then several 
state universities, particularly in the West, included women among their 
students. But even pioneer Oberlin, it was clear, was moved less by egali¬ 
tarian principles than by a desire to meet the needs of men. As the 
founders pointed out, the presence of women would give men an alterna¬ 
tive to single-sex education, and women would provide a social outlet for 
the men, thus encouraging male academic concentration. Moreover, it was 
believed that the presence of women would have a civilizing and humaniz¬ 
ing effect on the male students who, as future ministers, would profit from 
such influences. The founders referred to the women students, significantly 
enough, as “the female appendage” to the college; nor was it unusual to 
refer to the male students as “the leading sex.” But whatever the jus¬ 
tification for the opening of Oberlin to women, the coeducational college 
became increasingly common just before and immediately after the Civil 
War. It was surely a measure of women’s influence, if only through their 
fathers or husbands, who had the ballot, that at least in the states outside 
the South, as public universities were established by legislatures, women, 
as a matter of course, were included as students. 

Given the relatively large number of public, not to mention private 
higher educational institutions open to women, the establishment during 
the 1850s and 1860s of women’s colleges cannot be seen simply as a way 
of supplying places for women who could not otherwise obtain a college 
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educated. “Since that time, where girls and boys have been educated 
together,” he reported, “it has become an historical fact that women have 
made rapid strides, and captured a greater number of honors in proportion 
to their numbers than men.” Indeed, ten years after the admission of 
women into the University of Chicago, 56 per cent of the initiates into Phi 
Beta Kappa were women. Newly opened coeducational universities in the 
1890s, like Chicago and Stanford, witnessed a great upsurge in female en- 
rollraents. In 1899, some 40 per cent of Stanford students were women, 
and, between 1893 and 1902, Chicago’s proportion jumped from 24 per 
cent to 52 per cent.^* 

What brought about the change in outlook? Part of it came simply from 
observation. Women, when given the opportunity, more than proved 
themselves. Attitudes changed accordingly. But that does not explain why 
women were given the opportunity to prove themselves in the first place. 
For an answer to that question we have to look at the character of the de¬ 
veloping 19th-century family and the central role increasingly assumed by 
women. 

When Vassar opened, it was clear that many women saw in the new 
college opportunities for their daughters which had been denied to them. 
“When I remember my own meager opportunities,” wrote a woman in 
1862, seeking to have her fourteen-year-old daughter admitted, “I shall 
rejoice that a better time is coming.” Another woman wrote that she had 
three daughters to educate “and have long looked forward to Vassar and 
been thankful they would find advantages denied to older women.” Mary 
Jones of Georgia did not refer to college, but she voiced a mother’s interest 
in her daughter’s education when she wrote in 1862 about two young 
women who were engaged in intellectual endeavors even though married. 
“I do admire to see ladies keep up their literary tastes, although I am 
myself a striking example of the opposite practice,” she wrote her daugh¬ 
ter, “and feel to my shame and sorrow the rust and ruin which have ac¬ 
cumulated upon a neglected mind. All that I can now do is to warn my 
daughters and grand-daughters, that they may not become as I am. For 
years and years I had intellectual cravings that made me almost miserable; 
but starvation has quenched the pangs of hunger, and I am now content 
with the Book of Books and daily striving to fulfill the ordinary duties of 
life. I hope none of you will ever pattern after such an example.” 

Mothers were not the only persons interested in educating young 
women. As the New York Tribune observed at the time of the founding of 
Vassar College, “no man but would prefer that his mother or his wife 


should be an educated woman; none that does not rejoice in giving the 
highest advantage to his daughters.” President John Raymond of Vassar 
pointed out the advantages more directly when he wrote that ‘‘the larger 
the stock of knowledge and more thorough the mental discipline a woman 
actually attains, otRer things being equal, the better she is fitted to fill every 
womanly duty, at home and in society.” Or as Charles Mclver, a North 
Carolina educator, chose to phrase the same idea at the end of the century: 
“Educate a man and you have educated one person; educate a mother and 
you have educated the whole family.”^® 

The close relationship between the higher education of women and their 
important place in the family is shown, too, by the outcry against the edu¬ 
cation of women when that education seemed to be interfering with the 
traditional role of women in the family. The occasion was the discovery 
toward the end of the 19th century that college-educated women did not 
marry to the same extent as other women. No matter who collected the 
statistics, the figures always showed that at least a fourth of women who 
graduated from college never married, a proportion that was more than 
double that for non-college women. And because many college women, if 
they married at all, did so at a later age than other women, the charge con¬ 
tinued, they produced fewer children. (That both things were also true of 
college-educated men was rarely mentioned because men’s primary role 
was not fatherhood.) Fprthermore, it was married college women who 
knew most about and practiced contraception and other means of family 
limitation, so that even when they did marry at a young age they bore 
fewer babies. Also, since immigrant and lower-class women usually had 
more children, higher education for women came under attack for class as 
well as family reasons. 

Because college education seemed to prevent women from marrying or 
having as many children as non-college women, women’s education was 
criticized for having a subversive influence upon the traditional conception 
of women and the family. By arousing women’s sense of self and identity, 
higher education seemed to be undermining one of the chief reasons for 
opening colleges to women—that is, to make them into better wives and 
mothers. And certainly by the opening years of the 20th century and for 
decades thereafter the colleges themselves had proclaimed their primary 
mission to be just that. After all, the great majority of college women did 
marry and become mothers. As Charles Richmond said at his inauguration 
as president of Skidmore College in 1925, “One of the chief ends of col¬ 
lege for women is to fit them to become the makers of homes; whatever 



else a woman may be, the highest purpose of her life always has been . . . 
to strengthen and beatify and sanctify the home.” And that was in the 
middle of the “roaring twenties.” 

Yet, like the benevolent activities of religious societies, a college educa¬ 
tion was susceptible to many uses; once certain doors had been opened, 
low expectations raised, and new skills taught, how women used their edu¬ 
cation or what conclusions they drew from it were not always what their 
teachers or the founders of the colleges had intended. As historian Keith 
Melder well phrased it, “not every educated woman was a rebel, but 
nearlyevery rebel had been educated.” 

The spread of women’s education was only one of the ways in which the 
idea of separate spheres and the institution of the closely knit, companion¬ 
ate family encouraged women, ironical and unintended as they may have 
been, to expand their activities beyond the home. Indeed, by the last de¬ 
cades of the 19th century, thanks to the spread of education, the expand¬ 
ing religious activities of women, the growth of cities and the expansion of 
urban life, more and more married women found the time, the energy, and 
the inclination to form or join a whole range of organizations that sought 
to reshape, if not actively reform, American society. In Chapter IX we saw 
one example of this in the Social Purity movement. Now it is time to look 
at some of the other organizations that depended upon the new extra- 
familial concerns of wives and mothers. None of the causes served by these 
organizations was more important nor more reflective of the close rela¬ 
tionship in women’s activities between home and the world than the war 
against drink. 

Temperance had a long history in 19th-century America. Concern over 
drinking had become sufficiently widespread before the Civil War, that 
several states enacted laws against the sale of alcoholic beverages, begin¬ 
ning with Maine in 1851. In some of the temperance organizations, 
women had been active during the 1840s, particularly in the so-called 
Martha Washington societies. But the antislavery movement and then the 
Civil War distracted public attention away from the issue. 

The post-Civil War movement to ban the consumption of alcohol began 
in 1873 in the little town of Hillsboro, in southern Ohio, when a group of 
one hundred middle- and upper-class married women appeared before the 
saloons of the town, praying and urging the owners to close their doors for 
good, The women’s visits, begun just before Christmas, were interrupted 
for the holiday and then resumed immediately thereafter, continuing for 
many weeks. Spontaneously, a similar vigil took place before saloons in 



Washington Courthouse, Ohio, and in Fredonia, New York. In the 
beginning there were no organizations and no leaders. The women in each 
town simply decided among themselves to take action. Very soon thereaf¬ 
ter, however, the idea caught on and spread to other towns in Ohio, New 
York, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and elsewhere. By March of 
1874 the eastern metropolitan newspapers were reporting fully on the 
vigils; what had once been treated as a joke now began to be perceived as 
a groundswell of sentiment that in some places was even affecting the out¬ 
come of local elections. 

The Woman’s Uprising, as one historian called these vigils involving 
hundreds of women, lasted about six months before it died away. In the 
course of it, perhaps as many as 3000 saloons were closed—at least tem¬ 
porarily. One national magazine reported that in Ohio and Indiana the 
federal revenue from excise duties fell off by $350,000 for January and 
February in 1874. Temperance bills now gained consideration in Congress. 
Perhaps the most enduring consequence of the “Uprising” was the forma¬ 
tion of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, soon to become the 
largest women’s organization in 19th-century America. 

At the time it was widely recognized, as it has been since, that the im¬ 
petus behind women’s opposition to drink was concern for the moral well¬ 
being of the home. Not only was the saloon the place in which husbands 
spent their wages on liquor, but it was also the recognized site of gambling 
and prostitution. The saloon was a man’s world, one in direct competition 
with the home, the proper sanctuary of the family—that is, all the family; 
not only mother and children but the father as well. The goal of destroying 
the saloon, which increasing numbers of married women rallied behind, 
was as much a part of the attempt to control the behavior of men as the 
contemporary Social Purity movement. Both sought to realize a new ideal 
for the family, one in which the women may have been the moral precep¬ 
tors, but the men were expected to be responsible and contributing family 
partners as well. Thus even those women whose husbands may have been 
as temperate or teetotaling as themselves saw in the movement against 
liquor a way of spreading proper ideas about family life and responsibility 
to others less fortunate. Certainly one of the aims of the temperance peo¬ 
ple was to have working-class and immigrant families follow their ex¬ 
ample. It is true that the WCTU was primarily a middle-class organiza¬ 
tion, but a study of some of its local leaders in 1885 revealed that the 
husbands of almost 30 per cent of them were skilled and unskilled work- 
ers.^^ This suggests some success in reaching women of different classes. 


Simply because of the doctrine of the two spheres, in the name of which 
the women undertook the temperance crusade, it was difficult, if not im¬ 
possible, to object to women’s increasing participation in the war on 
liquor. For this was one of those activities that women needed to attack 
even if it meant they formed organizations outside the home; it was clearly 
a legitimate extension of their moral guardianship. Even when women ob¬ 
viously broke the law in pursuit of their temperance goals, few men were 
prepared to denounce them. During the Uprising of ’74, for example, 
many women had trespassed on private property as they sought to close 
down saloons, but very few were arrested. Although one reason they were 
not was that many of the offending women were married to socially or po¬ 
litically prominent husbands, in many towns the male leaders of opinion 
and government favored the women because they were perceived as carry¬ 
ing out a religious duty. The mayor of Cincinnati, for example, said as 
much when he directed that the women should be protected in the public 
square of the city during their protests. The liberal Nation was less favora¬ 
bly disposed toward women, but no more willing to interfere. “The 
women have triumphed over the law,” the magazine pointed out. It was 
significant, too, that in justifying the violation of law by the temperance 
women, the press often excused the infractions by noting that these 
women were not agitating for the suffrage.^^ Presumably, if they had been, 
support would not have been forthcoming. 

The substantial and rapid growth of the Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union soon after its founding in 1874 was a concrete and telling measure 
of women’s interest in the cause of temperance. It far outdistanced wom¬ 
en’s organizations in behalf of woman suffrage. By the 1890s there were 
ten times as many women in the New York WCTU groups as in suffrage 
organizations. In 1911, the WCTU counted 245,000 members; it was then 
the largest women’s organization in the United States. It tapped not only 
women’s involvement with the home but also their religious concerns. 
Churches supported the organization as they would not support the suf¬ 
frage cause; moreover, many prominent church women were also active in 
the WCTU, thus lending an additional aura of respectability. And many 
men found the cause not only a respectable one but one that was quite 
consistent with what they considered the proper domestic concerns of their 
wives, mothers, and sisters. 

The women’s temperance crusade, however, like education and church 
work, could not be held strictly to its original intention. The women who 
became involved in it saw things and learned things that moved them in 



new, often quite unexpected and even unsettling directions. One southern 
temperance leader called the WCTU “the golden key that unlocked the 
prison doors of pentup possibilities ... the discoverer, the developer of 
southern women.” Mary Livermore, president of the Massachusetts 
WCTU, looking back in 1883 on the “Uprising of ’74,” contended that 
through it women were “floated . . . to a higher level of womanhood. It 
lifted them out of a subject condition where they had suffered immitigati- 
ble woe . . . to a plateau where they saw that endurance had ceased to be 
a virtue!” One may doubt that the situation of women before 1874 was 
quite as bad as Mary Livermore remembered, but there can be little doubt 
that the WCTU raised the consciousness of many women as to their capa¬ 
bilities and potentialities for effecting changes. Moreover, the WCTU was 
strictly a women’s organization, giving women broader chances for leader¬ 
ship, and experience in working with other women, uninhibited by the 
presence of men. As Frances Willard, its most famous leader, was fond 
of saying, the WCTU was “of the women, by the women, but for hu¬ 
manity.” 

The most dramatic sign that the cause of temperance moved many 
women in new directions is Frances Willard’s success in inducing the 
WCTU to support a truly feminist cause like woman suffrage. At the 
founding, the leaders of the WCTU wanted to have nothing to do with the 
“extreme” cause of votes for women; but, from the beginning, Frances 
Willard worked from within the organization to change this outlook. As 
she tirelessly pointed out to the members, if women were to be effective in 
behalf of temperance they must be able to exert their influence where it 
counted—namely, in the voting booth. To do this they required the suf¬ 
frage. After five years of agitation within the WCTU, Willard in 1879 was 
elected national president, an office she was to hold for eighteen years. As 
one of the truly outstanding organizational leaders of the 19th century, 
Willard also worked to weld the loosely structured WCTU into a dues- 
paying, tightly organized, smoothly articulated society, a goal she achieved 
in 1881 when a new constitution was adopted. Although passionately in¬ 
terested in achieving a temperate America, she envisioned the WCTU as 
extending beyond temperance, of being an organization for all women. In 
1880 she frankly invited women to join the organization even if they had 
little interest in temperance! She inaugurated what she called the “Do- 
Everything Policy” in which she provided causes other than temperance 
for members to work for. By 1889 she had 39 departments in the WCTU, 
organized under headings like labor, women, health, social purity, peace 
and arbitration, as well as temperance. 


Willard’s aim of having the WCTU stand for woman suffrage, however, 
was not achieved easily. When she made her first plea for the suffrage, her 
words were met with silence, as if she had announced a catastrophe. When 
she had finished, the presiding officer hastened to announce that Willard 
spoke only for herself. Later the president told Willard, “You might have 
been a leader, but now you’ll only be a scout.” And in 1881, when Willard 
managed to have feminist Susan B. Anthony invited to speak before the 
WCTU, many conservative members left the organization. But by 1885 the 
Union’s journal, Union Signal, was saying that when prohibition had been 
achieved women’s public work would still not be accomplished until the 
ballot had also been given to women. 

The WCTU never did become the major force behind the drive for the 
suffrage, but it was an excellent example, nonetheless, of how women’s in¬ 
volvement in a cause close to the home and to the traditional sphere of 
women could lead women to support causes that were neither traditional 
nor home-related. The process could be observed in the lives of many indi¬ 
vidual women. Julia Tutwiler of Alabama and Rebecca Fenton of Georgia 
began their public lives in the WCTU, but in the 1880s they also became 
interested in ending the convict lease system in southern prisons as a result 
of what they had learned about the practice during their fight against 
alcohol. Carrie Chapman Catt and Anna Shaw, both leaders in the last 
stages of the fight for woman suffrage, began their public work in the tem¬ 
perance cause. 

Because so many women were associated with temperance, those men 
who supported prohibition were spurred to support woman suffrage. The 
assumption was that if women gained the ballot they would vote for 
prohibition. Thus as early as 1872 the Prohibition party came out for 
woman suffrage, the first political party to do so. In return, the WCTU en¬ 
dorsed the Prohibition party. Soon after the Anti-Saloon League was 
founded in 1896, it announced its support of woman suffrage, principally 
on the ground that women could be counted on to vote against the liquor 
interests. And there is some evidence that many did when they got the 
chance. Of the fourteen states that adopted Prohibition before the passage 
of the Eighteenth Amendment, in ten of them women already had the vote. 
As Alice Stone Blackwell, feminist Lucy Stone’s daughter, wrote, “in the 
main, suffrage and prohibition have the same friends and the same ene¬ 
mies.” 2? 

Although one of the principal drives behind the extension of higher edu¬ 
cation to women was the desire to improve the quality of wives and moth¬ 
ers, education acted in as unpredictable ways on women as temperance 




and religious societies. The ramifications that stretched out from educa¬ 
tion, however, were more numerous and extensive. The very fact that liter¬ 
ally thousands of women in the course of the 1870s and 1880s were 
brought together in colleges and universities laid the ground for a fresh 
outlook among women. For one thing, the college experience set them 
apart from other women of their age and from their mothers and previous 
generations of women. Many of them wanted to continue this new rela¬ 
tionship somehow, and also to put to social and individual use their newly 
acquired skills and awareness. 

One immediate consequence was the formation of organizations of col¬ 
lege women. The Association of Collegiate Alumnae was founded in 1882, 
for example, to perpetuate in some fashion that special association young 
women had discovered in college. Its founding purpose was to maintain 
high standards for women’s education, but its practical purpose was to 
give several thousand young women who had graduated from college a 
sense of community and identity as women. In 1903 the Southern Associa¬ 
tion of College Women was formed to do for educated women of the 
South what the ACA had been doing for northern college women. 

The most obvious and important connection between the new educa¬ 
tional opportunities for women and organizations of women was the set¬ 
tlement movement. The earliest settlement house was founded in the 
United States in 1889, derived from the prototype erected in a London 
slum. The idea was to have young, socially conscious middle-class men 
and women live in the poor, working-class, and immigrant districts of the 
great cities in order to bring understanding, practical help, entertainment, 
and some intellectual experience to the inhabitants. The settlement houses 
offered instruction in baby care, sewing, and nutrition, as well as provid¬ 
ing recreational facilities and cultural activities for the neighborhood. Al¬ 
though many men went into settlement work, the striking thing about the 
most famous settlements of the late 19th century—Hull-House in Chicago 
and the Henry Street Settlement in New York—was that they were run 
and staffed mainly by women. Usually they were college-trained women 
who wanted to put their education to use and, above all, wanted to ex¬ 
pand their talents and find an identitiy beyond the immediate family. Cer¬ 
tainly the most famous—and most successful—of the settlement workers 
was Jane Addams. In her life she exemplified to an almost exaggerated 
degree the impact of higher education upon young women. Her aimless 
search, while plagued by what today would be recognized as various psy¬ 
chosomatic illnesses, for something to do after graduation from Rockford 


College, is sufficiently familiar that it does not need to be retold here. Once 
she and her classmate Ellen Starr hit upon the idea of establishing Hull- 
House among the immigrant tenements of Chicago, her life took on a 
meaning and acquired a drive that made her one of the leading reformers 
of the Progressive era, not only in the United States but in Europe as well. 

Jane Addams’s life, like her success, was not representative of the 
woman social worker. Addams never married and spent almost all of her 
active life at Hull-House. Yet, as Allen Davis’s study of the lives of some 
300 social workers has shown, about half of women social workers mar¬ 
ried, and most of them spent less than five years in a settlement house. And 
even if they did not marry, they stayed, on the average, only about ten 
years; no more than 22 persons out of the 300 in Davis’s sample followed 
Jane Addams in making a lifetime career out of settlement work. Interest¬ 
ingly enough, though, sixteen of those twenty-two were women, and four¬ 
teen of the sixteen never married. Ten years earlier those fourteen women 
would not have had that alternative to marriage and family. 

Eor our purposes here, the important point about the new profession of 
social work was not only that it appealed to women but also that it was 
quickly accepted as a proper occupation for women. As the work and 
writings of Jane Addams and Lillian Wald and those of other well-known 
settlement-house women testified, the primary concerns of these women 
were the situations and lives of poor women and children. They welcomed 
the opportunity to exercise their humanitarian, nurturing, and compas¬ 
sionate qualities, thereby offering to slum dwellers those qualities women 
generally were expected to provide for their families. The settlement house, 
in short, was the extension of women’s traditional role into the tenement 
and the slum. It enlisted all the sympathy, understanding, warmth, and 
emotion which were ascribed to women by the principle of separate 
spheres. Although settlement-house work was literally outside the home, 
and a profession that not infrequently deflected women from marriage and 
motherhood, it nevertheless was easily accommodated to the idea of sepa¬ 
rate spheres. It did not contradict the popular view that women and men 
were different and properly engaged in different spheres of work. At the 
same time, however, settlement work clearly offered a career and useful 
service to the educated woman. 

The origin and expansion of settlement work at the end of the 19th cen¬ 
tury was only in part a response to the increasing number of women being 
graduated from colleges and universities. Its primary roots were embedded 
in the city and the factory, those visible signs of industrialization. Other 


women’s organizations were equally direct responses to the radical social 
transformation engendered by industrial expansion. In 1866 the Young 
Women’s Christian Association was formed in Boston to help young 
women who came to the city to find work; by the mid-1870s over 35 cities 
reported such associations. During the 1880s some philanthropic women 
sponsored the organizing of Working Girl Clubs to provide medical care, 
libraries, classes in dress-making, and stenography for young women seek¬ 
ing work in the cities. Before the decade was out, Philadelphia, Chicago, 
St. Louis, and several cities in New England counted such clubs in their 
midst. 

The most important women’s organizations that clearly were responses 
of women to the stresses of industrialization were the National Con¬ 
sumers’ League and the Women’s Trade Union League. Both of them con¬ 
sisted of middle- and upper-class women, usually college-educated, and 
usually married, who wanted to work with, and assist working women. 
The Consumers’ League was founded by Josephine Shaw Lowell, an ener¬ 
getic, socially motivated widow, member of a prominent Massachusetts 
family. The original purpose of the Consumers’ League was to raise the 
level of wages and improve the conditions of work for young women in 
department stores. The scope of its work expanded greatly in short order 
to include a wide variety of women’s occupations and working conditions. 
It was highly effective in achieving many of its goals and in bringing al¬ 
truistic, educated women into fruitful cooperation with working women. 
In 1899 Florence Kelley, one of the great figures in the women’s move¬ 
ment during the first twenty-five years of the 20th century, became the 
general secretary of the National Consumers’ League. She raised the orga¬ 
nization to the level of a public power in economic and political affairs. 
Well-known women friends of labor like Pauline and Josephine Goldmark 
and Frances Perkins, later the first woman Cabinet officer (in Franklin 
Roosevelt’s four administrations), began their careers with the League. 

Even more closely allied with working women was the Women’s Trade 
Union League, founded in New York in 1903. The broad question of 
women in trade unions will be discussed in Chapter XVI as a part of 
women’s employment outside the home, but the WTUL was not a trade 
union and so it is appropriately discussed here. It was, much like the Con¬ 
sumers’ League, an organization of middle- and upper-class married 
women who were interested in using their talents in behalf of their sisters 
who worked for wages. The purpose of the WTUL was to help in the 
organizing of women workers on the assumption that it would improve 



their status and conditions of work. The League was closely affiliated with 
the labor movement and at no time did the League seek to organize 
women outside the established unions. It organized no unions of its own, 
even though at times it was not able to accept all the policies of the conser¬ 
vative American Federation of Labor. The League, for example, refused to 
endorse the exclusion of Asian immigrants, though the A.F. of L. did. 

The League’s most notable work was during the great organizing drives 
among working women in the garment industry in New York City in 
1909-10. Its members walked in the picket lines, represented the workers 
in court, sent out publicity, raised funds, and acted as organizer for the 
striking workers. After the strikes were won the International Ladies’ Gar¬ 
ment Workers’ Union presented the League with a silver cup in recognition 
of its substantial aid. 

Eventually, working-class women like Rose Schneiderman and Leonora 
O’Reilly took over the leadership of the League from the middle-class ma¬ 
trons who had founded it and had run it for years. In that sense, the Na¬ 
tional Women’s Trade Union League was one of the few women’s organi¬ 
zations of the early 20th century that actually could point to working 
women among its leadership. The League was unusual, if not unique, too, 
in that it managed to bridge the gulf of class that generally divided women. 
Virtually all of the women’s organizations in the 19th century, as in the 
20 th, whether for feminist or other causes, have been composed of middle- 
class women. Indeed, the feminist movement throughout American history 
has been overwhelmingly middle class and white. The very uniqueness of 
the WTUL in breaching the class barrier testifies to the difficulties inherent 
in any broad conception of sisterhood among women transcending class 
lines. For, like men, but unlike blacks and other minorities, women are dis¬ 
tributed throughout the social and class structure. Class thus acts as a 
divisive force for them as it has not for blacks nor for immigrant groups. 
Historically, blacks and immigrants have been disproportionately concen¬ 
trated in the lower economic levels of society, and though they may not 
have been united by class, at least they have not been seriously divided by 
it. The history of women’s organization in the early 20th century, as well 
as the history of more recent women’s groups, suggest that the ideal of a 
bond of sisterhood that transcends the divisions between working-class 
and middle-class women is a utopian conception, however appealing and 
even essential the idea may appear to many women. 

Women’s organizations at the close of the 19th and the opening of the 
20 th century were not restricted to those that grew up out of a reaction to 



urbanization or industrialization. Women also formed social organizations 
because they had been excluded from or ignored by men’s groups. In 
1876, for example, the Ancient Order of the Eastern Star was established 
by the wives of the all-male Masonic Order. In 1883, the Women Relief 
Corps was organized by the wives of members of the Civil War veterans’ 
Grand Army of the Republic. The founding of the secret women’s organi¬ 
zation P.E.O. at Iowa Wesleyan College in 1869 was clearly an effort to 
bring to young women the kind of “mystery” organization that many men 
reveled in but from which women were excluded. The Daughters of the 
American Revolution was established in 1890 because the Sons of the 
American Revolution would not admit women. The Junior League, made 
up of urban debutantes interested in civic improvement or philanthropic 
endeavors, was founded in New York City in 1901; soon other cities 
created their own junior Leagues. 

The decade of the nineties was a period of organization-founding of all 
kinds, and women avidly participated in the activity. During that decade 
were founded the Colonial Dames, the United Daughters of the Confed¬ 
eracy, and the National Congress of Mothers, which later metamorphosed 
into the Parent-Teacher Association. Black women, too, formed organiza¬ 
tions, usually because they were excluded from the organizations of their 
white sisters. The National Association of Colored Women was founded 
for that reason in 1896. By the opening of the 20th century, William 
O’Neill has observed, “half of the important American women’s organiza¬ 
tions had been established, most of them in the 1890s.” 

During the first twenty years of the new century many professional 
women’s organizations came into being, too, in response to the growing 
number of women in various kinds of employment. Among such organiza¬ 
tions were the National Organization of Public Health Nurses (1912), the 
International Association of Policewomen (1915), the Medical Women’s 
National Association (1915), the Federation of Teachers (1916), the Na¬ 
tional Association of Deans of Women (1916), and the National Federa¬ 
tion of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs (1919). 

If access to higher education and the impact of urbanization and indus¬ 
trialization made possible or encouraged myriad women’s organizations, 
the most pervasive and important single force or circumstance behind the 
formation of women’s groups was the increased leisure of the middle-class 
wife and mother. That leisure, of course, was a function of the urbaniza¬ 
tion of society and the consequent reduction in the household chores of 
women. Not the least of the reductions was the steady and significant drop 





The World Is Only a Large Home 

throughout the 19th century in the number of children in the white family. 
Alongside this general development must be placed the long history of as¬ 
signing women to a special moral role in the family. It was this role that 
married middle-class women—with their increased leisure—sought to fill 
in society through what has been called the women’s club movement. 

Women’s clubs began inconspicuously enough in the 1860s, and with¬ 
out any long-range purpose behind them. But by the 1890s they had be¬ 
come a force of significance in many communities, where the club women 
became active in all kinds of civic improvement and municipal reforms. 
Some women’s clubs, to be sure, never rose above the level of a garden 
group or a loosely defined and loosely run book-reviewing meeting of 
middle-class women who had more time than serious thought at their dis¬ 
posal. Other clubs were simply educational meetings for the members, in¬ 
troducing them to subjects usually believed to be beyond the province and 
competence of women, such as international relations, economics, or mu¬ 
nicipal corruption. Many, however, were literally forces for change, some¬ 
times single-handedly bringing kindergartens, playgrounds, public laun¬ 
dries, public baths, parks, and libraries to their communities. In a big city 
like New York the Women’s Municipal League undertook in 1906 to in¬ 
vestigate the immigration process in an effort to protect new arrivals from 
harassment and fraud. Women’s clubs were also instrumental in getting 
the streets cleaned and in improving the quality of milk. As Mary Beard 
pointed out in 1915, middle- and upper-class married women had more 
leisure for observation and investigation of such matters as well as more 
opportunities for the “cultivation of social sympathies” than the men of 
the same classes.Often it was the women’s clubs which not only brought 
civic needs or problems to the attention of the municipal authorities but 
sav/ to it that the remedies were rigorously applied as well. 

The rapid growth in the membership of the women’s clubs offered strik¬ 
ing testimony to the changes within the middle-class home by the turn of 
the century. By 1896, some 100,000 women were affiliated with clubs; by 
1898 the 800 delegates to the National Convention of the clubs were said 
to represent 160,000 members. That year the national organization sent its 
first petition to Congress—a socially innocuous one in behalf of protecting 
wild birds. More significantly, that same year Jane Addams and Beatrice 
Webb, the British Fabian Socialist, addressed the biennial meeting on “The 
Industrial Problem as It Affects Women and Children.” The meeting then 
adopted standards for women and children working in industry, and each 
affiliated club undertook to set up committees to check on local compli- 




ance with these standards. Thereafter the national organization of wom¬ 
en’s clubs became increasingly immersed in social and economic reform, 
particularly in regard to women and children. By 1910 the national mem¬ 
bership reached 800,000, and Congress had awarded a national charter to 
the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. When the war broke out in 
Europe, the Federation counted over a million members. 

Yet it was not until 191^1—very late in the game, so to speak—that the 
General Federation endorsed woman suffrage. Although by then women’s 
clubs had become active in virtually all kinds of social and economic 
reforms, the suffrage was still seen as outside the proper role for women. 
When the clubs finally endorsed the suffrage the goal had almost been 
achieved. Not much courage was required for a women’s group to come 
out for the suffrage in 1914. 

The broad spectrum of activities in which the women’s clubs engaged 
constituted a rough measure of where middle-class women stood just be¬ 
fore the suffrage was won. On the one hand, the wide range of activities 
available to married, middle-class women offered a mode of expression for 
many and diverse talents. Yet, on the other hand, despite the undeniable 
breadth of the opportunities, virtually all of them fell within the traditional 
pattern of women’s activities. The club women were primarily involved 
with issues concerning the welfare of children, education, diet, purity of 
foods, housing, and sanitation. These causes, like the family and the home, 
depended upon women’s allegedly nurturant, compassionate, enduring, 
and supportive qualities. They still reflected the separate spheres. 

William O’Neill, in his book Everyone Was Brave: The Decline and Fall 
of Feminism in America, has given the name “social feminist” to those 
women whose primary concern was service to others and to society, as 
contrasted with the feminists whose primary object was the achievement of 
individual opportunities for women, regardless of the end to which the op¬ 
portunities might be put. Feminists, he wrote, rejected “the social feminist 
compromise that enlarged women’s sphere of action while channelling 
their energies” in socially acceptable directions. He defined the dichotomy 
neatly: “Social feminists wanted the vote on the perfectly reasonable 
ground that it would advance their reforms. Ardent suffragists wanted it 
for its own sake.”^® 

In social feminism and its growth, O’Neill has located the primary 
reason for the failure of the women’s movement in the United States. “The 
chief feature of social feminism was that it created roles for women that 
militated against their full emancipation,” he writes. “Their benevolent en- 



terprises met women’s desire for useful and satisfying work without touch¬ 
ing the sources of their inequality.” Since, in O’Neill’s view only a 
thoroughgoing social change could bring about the full emancipation of 
women, he faults the early 20th-century feminists for failing to recognize 
what was required if they were to achieve their goals. That is why, he 
argued in his book, the Socialist party, just because it did support fun¬ 
damental change, was a more likely political home for the feminists than 
the traditional parties. To this question of how, if at all, full equality for 
women can be achieved, we shall return in the last chapter. Suffice to say 
here that O’Neill is quite right when he concluded that, despite the broad 
range of activities open to women by the first two decades of this century, 
true equality of opportunity was neither achieved by them then nor since. 

The simple fact is that, though the Social Purity advocates, the social 
feminists, and the suffragists at one time or another all recognized, how¬ 
ever dimly, that the family was a central problem in the advancement of 
women’s equality, none was able to confront that fact directly. It was sim¬ 
ply too radical. Instead, organized women hitched the cause of emancipa¬ 
tion to a remedy that was certainly necessary for women, but which was 
quite incapable of dealing with the heart of the problem, that is, women’s 
subordination in the family. Thus to answer the question of why “femi¬ 
nism failed,” or more accurately, why a new feminist movement was nec¬ 
essary in the 1970s, we must now look at the reform which consumed most 
of the energy and time, and drew so heavily upon the skills of organized 
women during the first twenty years of this century—the struggle for the 
vote. 



XIV 


The Suffrage Fight: 

The Last Step 
Was Really the First 


The story of the achievement of woman suffrage is shot through with 
paradoxes. Not the least of those paradoxes is that, though the suffrage 
cause in the 19th century became increasingly central to the feminist cause, 
suffrage, once achieved, had almost no observable effect upon the position 
of women. To listen to the advocates of woman suffrage in the decade or 
so before the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, one 
would have thought that the millennium would result once women were 
permitted to vote. All sorts of reforms and social improvements were to be 
instituted, and all kinds of evils such as war, imperialism, crirne, and vice 
were to be reduced or eliminated. Of course, none of these things hap¬ 
pened. In fact, as we shall see in more detail later, women did not even 
make as much use of the ballot as expected, much less bring about any sig¬ 
nificant social or economic changes. As political historians have pointed 
out more than once, women armed with the vote divided in their political 
preferences about as their husbands or fathers did. As the anti-suffragists 
had predicted, women with the vote doubled the electorate without alter¬ 
ing its results. Why? 

William O’Neill, in Everyone Was Brave (1969), sought to provide an 
answer to the question of why feminism’s promise was not realized, or at 
least not as predicted. His answer was that the 19th-century feminists had 
concentrated upon suffrage as the means of achieving women’s equality 
with men, but that the vote alone was inadequate to the job that had to be 
done. To O’Neill, the equality of women was ultimately dependent upon 
the place women occupied in the family, upon the nature of the relation 
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they had with their husbands. The right to vote simply did not—and could 
not—affect women’s role within the family, one way or the other. O’Neill 
contended that the family was the arena in which the battle Had to be 
foug;ht and won. At one time in the 19th century some women leaders like 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Victoria Woodhull, and her sister Tennessee Cla- 
flin had identified the family as the central issue in the achievement of 
women’s emancipation. Only when women were equal within the family 
could they expect to be equal outside. This approach to the question of 
equality was too strong for most feminists, according to O’Neill, especially 
after Victoria Woodhull in 1872 exposed Henry Ward Beecher’s affair 
with a woman parishioner, who was also the wife of a close friend. In ex¬ 
posing Beecher, Woodhull made clear that she approved of such behavior 
so long as the two people concerned loved one another; marriage, she in¬ 
sisted, ought not to be binding without love. A marriage based merely 
upon legal ties was no marriage at all, she asserted. This was carrying mar¬ 
riage reform to lengths too extreme for the great majority of women and 
for most feminists as well. A few staunch allies, like Elizabeth Cady Stan¬ 
ton, to be sure, stood by Woodhull’s right to her opinion, but most of the 
leading feminists repudiated her. The lesson they learned from the in¬ 
cident, O’Neill says, was that tampering with the traditional family was 
too risky; it was safer, even if less central, to concentrate upon suffrage as 
the means for achieving women’s equality. O’Neill therefore castigates the 
late-19th-century feminists for having abandoned the one avenue to suc¬ 
cess open to the achievement of the feminist goal of equality. The result 
may have been the achievement of the franchise, but at the same time that 
success decreed the failure of feminism. That is why, O’Neill insists, a re¬ 
vival of feminism in the 1960s was inevitable; the winning of woman 
suffrage fifty years before had simply not accomplished the emancipation 
of women. 

With O’Neill’s conclusion there is no reason to quarrel. It is quite true 
that the full achievement of equality for women depended then and still 
does today upon the transformation of woman’s place within the family. 
What is at issue, though, is whether the feminists of the 19th century really 
had any choice about the road they followed. To be sure, they need not 
have put all their eggs in the basket of suffrage, asserting as many did that 
once women had the vote all sorts of magical things would occur to equal¬ 
ize the opportunities of the sexes. They could have been more circumspect 
and realistic both in their language and their claims, but inflated rhetoric is 
only a venial, not a mortal, sin. Given the difficulty and the length of the 


struggle to win the vote, it is understandable why women made the extrav¬ 
agant claims for the ballot they did. 

And one can even understand in historical context the racist and class¬ 
conscious arguments that were trotted out on behalf of the suffrage from 
time to time. As early as 1868, Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote in the suf¬ 
fragist magazine The Revolution: “Think of Patrick and Sambo and Hans 
and Ung Tung who do not know the difference between a Monarchy and a 
Republic, who never read the Declaration of Independence or Webster’s 
spelling book, making laws for Lydia Maria Child, Lucretia Mott or 
Fanny Kemble.” The argument was advanced even more pointedly by 
Olympia Brown at the suffrage convention of 1889. “The last census 
shows, I think, that there are in the United States three times as many 
American-born women as the whole foreign population, men and women 
together, so that the votes of women will eventually be the only means of 
overcoming this foreign influence and maintaining our free institutions. 
There is no possible safety for our free schools, our free churches, or our 
republican government, unless women are given the suffrage and that right 
speedily.” And in 1893 the reunited woman suffrage organization pointed 
out in a resolution that “in every state there were . . . more white women 
who can read and write than all negro voters; more American women who 
can read and write than all foreign voters; so that the enfranchisement of 
such women would settle the vexed question of rule by illiteracy, whether 
of home-grown or foreign-born production.”^ 

O’Neill is right to find the suffragists morally and politically wanting in 
resorting to such arguments in the name of their own enfranchisement. But 
his further contention that they ought to have stuck with the reform of 
marriage and family is difficult to accept as a historically valid criticism of 
19th-century feminists. Given the obstacles to the acceptance of woman 
suffrage even without directly attacking the contemporary family, it is 
hard to see how the suffragists would ever have gained the vote if they had 
insisted upon carrying the additional burden of open hostility to the tradi¬ 
tional family. The historical fact seems to be that feminists of the 19th cen¬ 
tury had no real alternative; they had to achieve the suffrage before they 
could hope to renovate intra-familial relations in the direction of equality 
between husband and wife. They may have been mistaken to have ignored 
or to have played down the centrality of the family to the achievement of 
feminist goals, but that was a practical necessity given the general and 
strong hostility to woman suffrage, (It is true, as O’Neill implies, that 


many feminists did not even recognize the connection between the family 
and their achievement of emancipation. But there is also some reason to 
believe, as we shall see a little later, that even someone like Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, who did demand reform of the family, did not appreciate how 
difficult it would be to put such reform into practice.) 

This brings us to the heart of the matter about the suffrage. Why did it 
take so long for women to win the franchise? The fight extended over sev¬ 
enty years, from 1848 when woman suffrage was first called for by an 
organized body of women and men at Seneca Falls down to 1920 when it 
was agreed to for the nation by constitutional amendment. Such a long 
struggle is without analogue in the entire history of suffrage in the United 
States, which on the whole was extended to group after group without 
much dissent and with hardly a hitch in the steady expansion of the size of 
the electorate. Not until the late 1890s was that remarkable expansion in¬ 
terrupted by the disfranchisement conventions of the southern states, 
whiich sought to remove blacks and some poor whites from the electorate. 
Prior to that decade the number of voters had been steadily expanding, 
first by the removal of property and other qualifications and then by the 
extension of the suffrage to former male slaves in the South and free male 
blacks throughout the country. This second expansion was accomplished 
even though the blacks were socially segregated and discriminated against 
in both parts of the country. Almost a dozen states extended the suffrage 
to aliens during the 19th century; yet not a single state granted it to 
women until the 1890s. During the 19th century the United States led the 
world in pushing for universal manhood suffrage, regardless of race, nativ¬ 
ity, property, or even citizenship in some states. The resistance to granting 
woman suffrage is even more striking, as historian Eleanor Flexner has 
pointed out, when contrasted with the opposition to women’s opportu¬ 
nities in other respects. “By comparison, opposition to women in educa¬ 
tion or professional work was guerilla-like in nature,” Flexner observes in 
her history of women’s rights, “sporadic, largely concealed, and evinced in 
obstacles and restrictions which toughminded women would overcome” 
The opposition to woman suffrage, on the other hand, Flexner continues, 
“instead of weakening . . . actually stiffened, becoming more active and 
more articulate.”^ Why, then, the refusal for so long and so adamantly to 
extend the vote to women? In the territories of Wyoming and Utah, and in 
some countries, in fact, the vote came to women with little or no agitation 
at all. New Zealand, New South Wales in Australia, and Finland, for ex- 
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ample, extended the vote to women even before they asked for it. So the 
reluctance to do so in the United States was not simply a matter of male 
opposition on grounds of gender alone. 

And even in the United States, the improvement in the position of 
women over the course of the 19th century suggested that there ought not 
to have been any serious objection from men to woman suffrage. Through¬ 
out much of the 19th century, beginning in the 1840s, there was a steady 
improvement in the legal status of women. The first state to give married 
women control over their own property, contrary to the common law 
inherited from England, was Mississippi in 1839. Soon many other stares 
followed. Between 1869 and 1887 some thirty-three states and the District 
of Columbia granted married women control over their own wages and 
earnings, while thirty of the states specifically provided for a separate es¬ 
tate for women. During those same years Louisiana, Texas, New Mexico, 
Arizona, and California adopted the law of community property, wherein 
the property of a family was deemed to be held in equal shares by husband 
and wife. Later, community property was adopted in Washington and 
Idaho as well. A married woman’s property law was not adopted in Eng¬ 
land until 1882, long after most states in the United States had done so. 
Furthermore, in some states, like New York in 1860, women were de¬ 
clared to be the joint guardians with the father of their children, with 
equal rights and duties. Susan B. Anthony and Ida H. Harper in their His¬ 
tory of 'Woman Suffrage summed up what they called the “decided prog¬ 
ress” in married women’s legal rights by 1900 as follows: “the wife now 
may own and control her separate property in three-fourths of the states, 
and in the other fourth only one Northern State is included. In every State 
a married woman may make a will, but can dispose only of her separate 
property. In about two-thirds of the states she possesses her earnings. In 
the great majority she may make contracts and bring suit. The property 
rights of unmarried women always have been nearly the same as those of 
unmarried men.” The husband’s right to life-use of his wife’s real estate 
(curtesy), the report continued, “has now been abolished in over one-half 
of the States . . . and the wife’s separate estate has been made so liberal 
that in comparatively few States is she left in the helpless condition of 
olden times.” As a result, they concluded, the many changes in the state 
laws regarding married women “represented a complete legal revolution 
during the past half century.”^ 

In sum, by 1900, when the suffrage was still far in the future and ac¬ 
cepted by only four states, married women’s rights were greatly improving 
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in almost every state. Surely one of the reasons the property rights of 
married women received these legal protections is that male legislators 
were responding to the interests they had as fathers and brothers in the 
prof)erty of their female relatives. For, unlike any other disadvantaged 
group in society, women have always enjoyed the support and protection 
of their “oppressors,” simply because those “oppressors” have an emo¬ 
tional and sometimes an economic interest in protecting them. The money 
or property that married women possessed.at the time of marriage or dur¬ 
ing a marriage may well have come from a male relative, or would come 
from them at some time in the future. “The ease with which such legisla¬ 
tion went through,” according to historian David Morgan, “was eloquent 
testimony of the male support it recruited. This is not to say that it was a 
very clear and simple case of male self-interest, but rather that there ex¬ 
isted a co-incidence of interest” of women and men.** 

It is true, too, that the improvement in the legal status of married 
women during the 19th century fell far short of equality, however remark¬ 
able the improvement may have been. As late as 1930, for example, 
women still did not enjoy equality of rights in regard to sale of real estate 
in seventeen states, and, even in the community property states, a husband 
legally managed the joint property and legally determined the place of resi¬ 
dence of the couple. In 1940 a quarter of the states did not permit a wife 
to make a contract and almost half of them exempted women from jury 
duty. The Women’s party during the 1930s compiled a list of over 1000 
state laws that discriminated against women. The point here, however, is 
not that married women’s rights at the opening of the 20th century were 
everywhere and in all respects, on a par with married men’s. Of course they 
were not. Rather, the point is that throughout the 19th century there had 
been a steady and, as even feminists at the time attested, striking improve¬ 
ments in the legal status of married women. Yet the very same legisla¬ 
tors—all male—who enacted these improvements refused to accord the 
vote to women. 

A similar paradox appears when one reflects on the long and expanding 
history of women’s organizations, which have been examined in the pre¬ 
ceding chapter. By the opening of the 20th century, women had been ad¬ 
mitted to all levels of education, undergraduate and graduate, professional 
and technical, and they were organizing themselves into all kinds of groups 
and participating in a wide variety of activities. There still were some oc¬ 
cupations closed to women, and hostility to their employment in certain 
jobs continued, but the picture differed markedly from that of the suffrage 



fight. The suffrage drive had almost no trophies to display, while social 
feminism’s efforts in bringing women’s influence to bear upon the world of 
the city, government, labor, and social betterment had many. Why this 
disparity of achievement? Part of it, of course, stems from the interest that 
men, who permitted or encouraged these changes to take place, often had 
in protecting and advancing the opportunities open to their daughters or 
sisters. More important still, however, all of these changes, from the open¬ 
ing of educational opportunities to the acceptance of women in social 
work were quite in accord with the traditional role of women in organized 
groups. They were activities fully consonant with woman’s role in the fam¬ 
ily as mother; nothing that the social feminists advocated or did seriously 
threatened the traditional division between the activities of men and 
women. As William O’Neill has put it, the social feminists, for all their ac¬ 
tivities outside the home, actually undermined the drive for true equality 
for women by fulfilling roles that were largely extensions of women’s ac¬ 
tivities within the home. “Their benevolent enterprise,” he charged, “met 
women’s desires for useful and satisfying work without touching the 
sources of their inequality.”^ 

Today, when historians and others look back upon the rhetoric of the 
suffrage movement they are struck by the contrast between the high expec¬ 
tations for the improvement in women’s state that the vote was said to 
promise and the little that changed once the Nineteenth Amendment went 
into effect. “The addition of women to the electorate,” historian Aileen 
Kraditor has drily remarked, “has not significantly altered American pat¬ 
terns as the suffragists predicted it would.”® Clearly, woman suffrage did 
not liberate women. And because so little changed after 1920, historians 
have tended to deride the suffrage as not a radical measure at all. The op¬ 
position to woman suffrage, so the argument goes, was as grossly mis¬ 
placed as was the expectation of substantial change. Political scientist Alan 
Grimes, in fact, published a book in 1967 in which he argued that the vote 
was gained for socially conservative reasons by conservative middle-class 
women and men. He contended that woman suffrage came in Wyoming 
Territory in 1869 and then in Utah Territory in 1870 largely to preserve 
the status quo, not to advance a liberal reform. In both places, he argued, 
men used woman suffrage as a way of keeping the social or political situa¬ 
tion stable and favorable. This was especially true, he continued, in Utah, 
where Mormon men wanted to be sure to have the votes necessary to 
overwhelm potential Gentile opposition. Similarly, he said, many ad¬ 
vocates of woman suffrage in the early 20th century pushed for the vote 
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for women in order to counterbalance the influence of male immigrants, 
who were the mainstay of urban political machines, and of male blacks in 
the South. Woman suffrage, in short, was advocated by women and ac¬ 
cepted by men as a conservative device for preserving the white, Protes¬ 
tant, Anglo-Saxon politics of the early 20th century. 

Such admittedly conservative arguments may help to explain why sup¬ 
port for woman suffrage was stronger in the 20th century, as immigration 
shot up and southern states moved to disfranchise blacks, but it is difficult 
to believe that it was adopted because it was socially conservative. For, if 
that had been the case, then why was it delayed for so long? It is the delay 
that requires explanation, not the final acceptance. For certainly those who 
benefited from the status quo were the ones who were in a position to 
grant the suffrage, but did not. That supporters of woman suffrage ex¬ 
pressed socially conservative and even racist arguments is admittedly a 
measure of the depth of their frustration and desperation, but such argu¬ 
ments do little to account for the long delay. In fact, as we shall see later, 
they are more helpful in accounting for the final acceptance of votes for 
women. 

That such arguments were advanced does call attention to the truth that 
from the outset and down to the present the women’s movement as a 
whole and the suffrage cause in particular have been white middle-class af¬ 
fairs. One suffragist who worked closely and sympathetically with work¬ 
ing-class and immigrant women once called attention to what must have 
been obvious to many women outside the middle class. “I have rarely 
heard a ringing suffrage speech,” Florence Kelley told , a suffrage conven¬ 
tion in 1906, “which did not refer to the ‘ignorant and degraded’ men, or 
the ‘ignorant immigrants’ as our masters. This is habitually spoken with 
more or less bitterness,” she went on. “But this is what the workingmen 
are used to hearing applied to themselves by their enemies in times of 
strike.”^ Not surprisingly, there were few working-class women and even 
fewer blacks or immigrants interested in woman suffrage or other feminist 
issues, just as today there are few black or working-class women press¬ 
ing for the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment. It is not so much 
that the middle-class character of the proponents offends or repels them 
as that the causes supported by feminists do not seem immediately ger¬ 
mane to the everyday lives of working-class women. Yet other reforms 
advocated by middle-class men and women were achieved without the sup¬ 
port of immigrants and the working class; why not woman suffrage? 

Certainly the delay in the acceptance of the suffrage is striking. As late 





as 1910 only tour states granted full suffrage to women, and all of them 
were small and western: Wyoming, Utah, Idaho, and Colorado. Yet 
woman suffrage leaders had been crisscrossing the country in almost end¬ 
less speaking tours for over a generation. Seventeen states, it is true, 
granted suffrage to women in the election of school boards, while four 
states extended the vote to women when a special financial measure, like a 
bond issue, was to be voted upon by taxpayers. But these achievements 
were hardly signs of success. At the same time, the delay in the achieve¬ 
ment of the full suffrage for women concealed another paradox. For 
though women generally could not vote, they nevertheless had long exer¬ 
cised substantial and growing influence in politics. 

In a sense, as Linda Kerber has suggested, the founding of the United 
States by a Revolution and as a free Republic propelled women into poli¬ 
tics, but from inside the family only. For the Revolution did not bring 
women publicly into political affairs. In permitting women taxpayers to 
vote under its first constitution until 1807, when the right was withdrawn. 
New Jersey was an anomaly. No other state followed its example. But in¬ 
creasingly during the early Republic, mothers were exhorted to take up the 
responsibility of rearing sons to be patriots and daughters to marry good 
Republican citizens. One commencement speaker told the young women in 
his audience in 1795, “while you thus keep our country virtuous, you 
maintain its independence.” The aim of integrating domesticity and poli¬ 
tics, Kerber tells us, was something new in the world of European culture. 
Theretofore ordinary women had not been seen as having any political 
function even within the family. In the United States the wife and mother 
was now to become a political being as part of her familial obligations. 
She was shaping those who would participate, even if she herself did not 
participate.® 

That opening wedge into politics was only the beginning. For as early as 
the 1830s young working women at the Lowell mills were actually partici¬ 
pating in politics by attending rallies, discussing issues and candidates, and 
displaying in their dress the symbols of the campaigners. Candidates, in 
turn, did not ignore women, even though at that time no woman could 
vote. As the National Anti-Slavery Standard summed up one campaign in 
1841, the election had worked a revolution “in behalf of women. We have 
seen her invited to take a part in the getting up of political machinery, to 
influence elections. We have listened to her eulogies and poems in behalf of 
the people’s candidates.” A recent historian of the Dorr War in Rhode 
Island in 1842 also documented the activity of women in that cause. 
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women’s political activity was the temperance cause. Even during the 
1870s and 1880s, when women did not enjoy the ballot in a single state 
(Utah and Wyoming were then territories), they were nonetheless recog¬ 
nized as effective in pressing men to vote for temperance or Prohibition. In 
Iowa, in 1882, for example, every county contained an organized group of 
women to get men to vote against liquor. Herbert Hoover in his memoirs 
recalls being brought to the polls in Iowa by his Quaker mother to “make 
the men vote themselves dry.” And during the last days before Prohibition 
was added to the Constitution, a New York newspaper provided a graphic 
example of how women worked their influence at the polls even without 
the vote. The occasion was an election in North Carolina on Prohibition. 
Hundreds of women and children stationed themselves outside the polls, 
along with some male ministers. “When a voter came within range he was 
immediately surrounded by ministers and the women and children,” the 
reporter noted. “The clergymen employed words of advice and confined 
their activities to the proprieties. But the women and children were less 
tactful. The clutched at the coats of the voter. They importuned him to 
vote the dry ticket. A phrase constantly employed was: ‘Mister, for God’s 
sake don’t vote for whiskey,’ ” the reporter wrote. “A few of the wets ran 
the gauntlet of the women and children to whom they were personally 
known, but the greater majority of the voters viewed the conflict from afar 
and returned to their offices and homes. The drys won the day.”^^ 

When one has canvassed the participation of women in politics of the 
19th century, not to mention their wide-ranging activities in reform work, 
the long delay in the acceptance of a woman suffrage in the United States 
is more difficult than ever to understand or explain. The traditional expla¬ 
nations have something to add, but they are ultimately not persuasive. The 
suffrage leaders were fond of pointing to the liquor interests as their pre¬ 
eminent opponents. As Carrie Catt wrote, as early as 1881 the brewers 
had decided that Prohibition was “far less dangerous . . . than woman 
suffrage because prohibition could be repealed at any time but woman 
suffrage would insure the permanency of Prohibition.” And it is true that 
those who opposed Prohibition thought that granting the vote to women 
would surely bring Prohibition in its wake. The prominence of women’s 
groups like the WCTU and the early endorsement of women’s suffrage by 
the Prohibition party all gave credence to their fears. And so, as one leader 
of the liquor and brewing industry from South Dakota succinctly put it, 
“we have defeated county option by the vote of the people, at three dif¬ 
ferent times. We have defeated woman suffrage at three different times.” 




The brewers and distilleries undoubtedly supplied funds for the anti¬ 
suffragists but they were simply not sufficiently wealthy or influential to be 
a major obstacle to the achievement of woman suffrage, especially since 
the liquor interests were spending most of their energy and money trying 
to stop Prohibition. More potent as opponents of woman suffrage were 
broader social groups, which also feared that a vote for women would 
indeed bring restrictions upon the consumption of alcohol. German im¬ 
migrant groups were particularly opposed for that reason. In Kansas even 
German liberals denounced the ballot for women because they thought it 
would strengthen “the fanatical regime of preachers and priests,” as one 
newspaper wrote. The president of the Michigan German-American Alli¬ 
ance put it more sharply at the time of a referendum on woman suffrage. 
“If the suffrage would be laid into the hands of the native-born American 
women . . . the results which surely will follow can easily be predicted,” 
he warned. “Narrowmindedness will triumph everywhere, fanaticism will 
flourish, prohibitionists easily set for dictators in the State.” But, again, the 
Germans, or even immigrants in general, were not sufficiently numerous or 
influential politically to make up more than a fraction of the opposition. 

The fact of the matter is that the most powerful and concentrated op¬ 
position came from those who favored Prohibition, the Southern states. 
Ironically enough, the states which were most interested in denying them¬ 
selves access to liquor were also the states most immovable on the subject 
of the vote for women. In the end only ten states refused to ratify the 
Nineteenth Amendment; nine of them were in the South and the tenth was 
Delaware, which was almost southern. Yet everyone of these states ratified 
the Eighteenth Amendment, which brought Prohibition. This anomaly has 
been explained in David Morgan’s recent book on the Democratic party 
and woman suffrage. For, as late as 1916, the Democratic party, which 
was dominated by the South, refused to endorse woman suffrage by con¬ 
stitutional amendment, though by then both the Republican party and the 
Progressive party had done so. Even the head of the party and incumbent 
President, Woodrow Wilson, himself southern-born, had endorsed woman 
suffrage by 1916. The source of the South’s adamantine resistance, 
Morgan showed, was the fear that woman suffrage would reopen the race 
question in the South. By doubling the black vote many white Southern 
leaders apparently thought that the disfranchisement of blacks, which had 
only recently been accomplished, would be called into question. Many 
feared that the kind of coercion and violence that had been routinely used 
against black males who tried to vote or otherwise upset the political 
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status quo would not be as easily or as effectively invoked against black 
women. Further than that, southern politicians from textile-producing 
states feared that if women received the vote white middle-class vyomen 
might seek to reduce or eliminate the child labor that many southern tex¬ 
tile and other industrial enterprises depended upon. 

The problem that Morgan addresses—namely, why the South resisted to 
the very end—is quite satisfactorily answered by his analysis. But that par¬ 
ticular issue does not really speak to the larger social question of causation 
that we have been pursuing here; Why was woman suffrage not achieved 
in any more than four states prior to 1910? The fight for the constitutional 
amendment was a dramatic struggle, simply because the South, which 
dominated the Democratic party, refused to recognize the handwriting on 
the political wall. For by 1915 the long struggle was essentially over; it 
was only a matter of time before the day would be won. Morgan’s close 
examination of southern attitudes after 1910, however careful and thor¬ 
ough it admittedly is, does not help us to understand why the vote for 
women was so much longer delayed than the vote for propertyless men or 
for black men. 

The answer has to be sought in what most historians have been rather 
reluctant to concede. Suffrage for women was more radical than is gener¬ 
ally supposed. As noted already, the radical character of woman suffrage is 
difficult to recognize simply because nothing much changed socially or po¬ 
litically as a result of women’s winning the franchise, whatever the suf¬ 
fragists may have predicted. But to many people at the time, opponents as 
well as supporters, significant changes were anticipated if women gained 
the vote. It is true that radicals like Mother Jones and Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman recognized that putting the ballot into the hands of women would 
not do more than give middle-class women a chance to influence social 
and economic policies concerning women and that it would do little or 
nothing to help working-class or poor women. And in that sense woman 
suffrage was clearly not a radical measure that would change society or the 
economic order in any significant way. And those doubters of the radical 
character of the ballot were right. Votes for women could not and did not 
change the social structure. Yet, that gauge is not the only meaning of 
“radical” insofar as resistance to the suffrage is concerned. To many men 
and women the suffrage appeared radical because, unlike all other activi¬ 
ties in which women engaged outside the home, as Ellen Du Bois has 
pointed out, it could not be accommodated to the idea of the separate 
spheres. In fact, the aim of woman suffrage, it might be said, was to break 



down the barriers or separation between the two spheres. That is why even 
an advanced social thinker on the question of women like Frances Willard, 
at least in the beginning of her work with the WCTU, was careful to stay 
away from outspoken suffragists like Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, In 1874, although Willard actually favored woman suf¬ 
frage, she joined with other prominent public women to form the Associa¬ 
tion for the Advancement of Women, which pointedly ignored the suffrage 
and equally pointedly excluded from membership Stanton and Anthony 
and other outspoken suffragists of the time. 

Men certainly did not want to see the idea of separate spheres aban¬ 
doned, but it was women’s fears of what the franchise might lead to that 
needs to be recognized as the real measure of the radical character of 
woman suffrage. A dramatic sign that women feared the implications of 
the vote is that even those women who might have been expected to push 
for the suffrage did not. Thus the many women who were active in the 
Dorr War agitation in Rhode Island, even though that struggle was di¬ 
rectly occupied with the expansion of male suffrage, never asked for suf¬ 
frage for themselves. They were eager to fight in the cause, but apparently 
they did not see suffrage as pertinent to them. The same point can be made 
about the women in the Farmers’ Alliance and the Populist party, which 
were contemporaneous with the national woman suffrage movement. One 
historian of women’s activities in the movement has commented that, 
despite all kinds of activities engaged in by women in the other two 
groups, no movement for suffrage for women emerged from their involve¬ 
ment. And, despite the efforts of Frances Willard, the Populist party failed 
to endorse woman suffrage in 1892. In short, even politically active 
women frequently did not see the vote as acceptable to them. Why not? 

There seem to be two interrelated reasons. One was that married 
women accepted as adequate for their current purposes the doctrine of the 
separate spheres. It gave them a degree of autonomy at home, a substan¬ 
tial influence with their husbands, and sufficient role flexibility to permit 
them to engage in many different kinds of activities outside the home, 
including working with political parties and in social causes. In fact, as 
one male leader of the Southern Alliance made plain, under the concept of 
the separate spheres women were actually indispensable to any successful 
reform effort. “If our organization means anything,” he wrote in 1888, “it 
means a moral reformation. . . . The ladies are and always have been the 
great moral element in society; therefore it is impossible to succeed with¬ 
out calling to our aid the greatest moral element in the country." No 



conservative advocate of the nature of the separate spheres would have 
defined the doctrine any differently. 

The second, and more important, reason why most women did not sup¬ 
port woman suffrage was that it threatened the family as people of the 
19th century understood that institution. The suffrage was the essence of 
feminism in that it asserted the individuality of women and assumed and 
asserted a woman’s self-interest. Throughout the 19th century feminists 
recognized that at the heart of women’s rights lay the recognition of her 
selfhood, her existence as a separate person, different from that of a man 
and different from that of other women. One of the earliest feminist 
writers put it clearly. “Would that women would learn to recognize their 
own individuality—their singleness of thought,’’ Elizabeth Oakes Smith 
wrote in Wotnan and Her Needs in 1851. “Our right to individuality is 
what I would most assert. Men seem resolved to have but one in our sex,” 
she complained, when in fact, women vary as much as men. When women 
acknowledged themselves as individuals, she continued, then they would 
not be dependent upon marriage or their relation to men, then a woman 
“should be truly, nobly woman. . . . Whether we wear this or that cos¬ 
tume, or go to the polls or stay away, seems of less importance than a radi¬ 
cal understanding of our true selves.” 

Another early feminist writer, Caroline Dali, advanced a similar argu¬ 
ment in 1867. “We have not laid a secure foundation for any statement on 
this subject unless we have made it clear that ‘woman’s rights’ are identical 
with ‘human rights’; that no father, brother, or husband can have all the 
privileges ordained for him of God, till mother and sister and wife are set 
free to secure them according to instinctive individual bias.”^'^ That is, 
until women were acknowledged, and acknowledged themselves to be in¬ 
dividuals. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton pressed the same point. In 1892 she told her au¬ 
dience that the principal argument she wished to make concerned “the in¬ 
dividuality of each human soul.” In discussing the rights of women she 
continued, there were four things to be considered. The first is “what 
belongs to her as an individual, in a world of her own, the arbiter of her 
own destiny. . . . Her rights under such circumstances are to use all her 
faculties for her own safety and happiness.” The second was that she must 
have the same rights as all other citizens, and the third was that as a 
woman she was an “equal factor in civilization,” and her rights and duties 
were the same as those of anyone else—that is, to achieve “individual hap¬ 
piness and development.” The fourth “is only the incidental relations of 


life, such as mother, wife, sister, daughter”—that is, those that pertained 
to the family. As Stanton well recognized, what she placed as last and “in¬ 
cidental,” society put first: women’s obligations as family members. This 
conflict between the individual woman and the family, Dr. Mary Putnam 
Jacobi, a well-known physician, confronted directly and clearly. Contrary 
to what opponents of the suffrage asserted, she wrote in 1894, the Ameri¬ 
can state was based on “individual cells,” not households. “Confessedly, 
in embracing in this conception women, we do introduce a change which, 
though in itself purely ideal, underlies all the practical issues now in this 
dispute,” she admitted. “In this essentially modern conception, women 
also are brought into direct relations with the State, independent of their 
‘mate’ or ‘brood’.” 

What Jacobi was saying had been put quite directly by Caroline Dali in 
1867 in The College, the Market, and the Court. “Our reform is unlike all 
others; for it must begin in the family, at the very heart of the society.” For 
after all, she continued, it was the relationship between men and women 
that was at the heart of feminist aspirations for equality. Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, too, made no attempt to conceal the conflict between feminism 
and the traditional family. John Stuart Mill, she told an audience in New 
York City in 1870, contended that most males cannot “tolerate the idea of 
living with an equal at the fireside, and here is the secret of the opposition 
to women’s equality in the state and the Church; men are not ready to rec¬ 
ognize it in the home. . . . Conservatism cries out we are going to destroy 
the family. Timid reformers answer that political equality will not change 
it. They are both wrong. It will entirely revolutionize it. . . . When 
woman is man’s equal,” Stanton accurately concluded, “the marriage rela¬ 
tion cannot stand on the basis it is on today. . . . Let us remember that 
womanhood is the great fact, wifehood and motherhood its incidents.”'^ 

Stanton charged men with being unable to countenance the effects 
which the equality of women would have on the family. But there were not 
many women who were prepared to disrupt or seriously alter the tradi¬ 
tional family and woman’s role in it. Even someone as radical in her 
feminism as Caroline Dali could not abandon completely women’s tradi¬ 
tional role; she simply wanted women to take on men’s opportunities in 
addition to women’s obligations. “There is no excuse for neglecting any 
home duty for the most desirable foreign pursuit,” she counseled her 
women readers. “Let button and shirt-bosoms have their day, the lexicon 
or grammar its own also. Let the dinner-table be carefully spread; the 
food, not only well cooked, but gracefully laid—before we seek the more 
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tradinonal family. The argument runs all through the anti-suffrage litera¬ 
ture from the 1880s right down to 1920. 

Underlying the anti-suffrage arguments was the fundamental assumption 
that the natures of women and men were different. As an anti-suffrage 
document submitted to the Illinois legislature in 1897 phrased it, the piv¬ 
otal question is that “of sex. We believe that men are ordained to govern 
in all forceful and material matters, because they are men, physically and 
intellectually strong, virile, aggressive; while women, by the same decree of 
God and nature, are equally fitted to bear rule in a higher and more spiri¬ 
tual realm, where the strong frame and the weighty brain count for less, 
but the finer fibre of the woman’s body and the spiritual uplift of her affec¬ 
tion and her soul are the indications of a power not less than that of a 
man, and even more necessary to the progress and elevation of the race.”^^ 
This was, of course, a biological justification of the old principle of the 
separate spheres. And though it denied the identity of the sexes, it asserted 
their equality, with perhaps a slight edge to women. 

Some anti-suffragists were even more precise in equating the intellectual 
abilities of men and .women, while asserting their basic difference in char¬ 
acter. “You cannot dodge the fact women have work in the world that 
men cannot do, and it is equally true that men have work that women can¬ 
not do,” contended Ann Watkins in 1912. “Neither man nor woman is su¬ 
perior or inferior to the other; the two are just different, positive and nega¬ 
tive, two great manifestations of a still greater force.” 

One reason for insisting on the equality of women with men was to 
counter the oft-heard suffrage argument that women were morally supe¬ 
rior to men. Henry Blackwell, writing in the suffragist Woman s Journal in 
1895, made the point quite explicitly. “Government need the women. . . . 
Women differ from men in nature, position, and training. They are supe¬ 
rior to men in certain qualities. They are more peaceable, temperate, 
chaste, economical and law-abiding. These qualities are needed in our leg¬ 
islation.” Suffragist leader Anna Howard Shavy’s answer to those who 
feared that fewer women would be active in charitable work if women 
gained the suffrage was: “Thank God, there will not be so much need of 
charity and philanthropy” once women can vote. Florence Kelley thought 
“the enfranchisement of women is indispensable to the solution of the 
child labor problem.” And the Congressional Union asserted in a pamphlet 
that “a government responsible to all women, as well as all men, will be 
less likely to go to war, without real necessity.” Even as advanced and 




sophisticated a feminist as Charlotte Perkins Gilman insisted that women 
needed to be brought into the work of the world, including that of govern¬ 
ment, because the man-made world of the time lacked the special attri¬ 
butes and character of women. In short, suffragists often made as much of 
the difference between the sexes as the “Antis.” 

What differentiated the Antis from the Suffs was not their conceptions of 
the differences between men and women, but the Antis’ denial of individual 
differences in women. The Antis thought and acted much as racists—they 
assumed that all people in a given biological category—in this case women 
—were alike and so much so that social policy—the suffrage—should be 
based on that assumption. “The Anti-Suffragists grant the equality of sexes,” 
wrote a well-known Anti in 1909. “Men are no better than women and sci¬ 
ence assures us that they are no more intelligent. But the Anti insists that 
the difference between the sexes shall not be ignored.” The work of the 
two sexes, wrote another anti-suffragist, was “not to be measured by the 
same standard of values.” It was their differences that made “any home a 
symmetrical thing. . . . We do those things for which we are best fitted 
by physical and mental powers.” The response of the Antis to the suffragists’ 
contention that sex had nothing to do with work, she continued, was that 
“sex happens to be the pivot upon which the whole question turns. It has 
fixed our place in the home and in the world, and no matter how far as¬ 
tray we go mentally from our right appreciation of this truth, sex will 
inexorably drive us back to wifehood and motherhood until the world 
ends.” It was the feminists’ and suffragists’ counter-assertion that some 
women could perform the work of men that fully exposed the quasi-racist, 
anti-individualist assumptions of the Antis. “That woman could develop 
better under masculine conditions of life,” contended Margaret Robinson 
in 1916, “is a totally unsupported theory. Woman cannot become man— 
she can only become a poor imitation. She develops best along the lines of 
her aptitudes and instincts.” 

Nothing revealed the anti-individualistic assumptions of the anti¬ 
suffragists more than their repeated assertion that “the interests of men 
and women are identical,” as one Anti put it. (Recall suffragist Alice 
Henry’s remark, quoted earlier, that no man, not even a good man, could 
represent a woman.) The interests were identical in the minds of Antis, 
because men and women were united in the family. “Today there is not a 
single interest of woman which is not shared and defended by men,” 
argued Clara T. Leonard before a Massachusetts legislative committee in 
1884. Alice George, the leader of Massachusetts Antis, denounced the 



suffrage in 1915 as wrong because it rested on the assumption that there 
was “a definite sex division of interests.” On the contrary, she continued, 
“there is no rivalry between men and women; in the economy of life they 
have different duties, but their interests are the common interests of hu¬ 
manity. Women are not a class, they are a sex whose interests in a well- 
ordered government are represented, automatically and inevitably, by the 
men of their social group.” A Brooklyn anti-suffrage group made the 
argument even more explicitly when it asserted that the “household, not 
the individual is the unit of the State, and the vast majority of women are 
represented by household suffrage.” Lily Foxcroft conceded in 1917 that 
certain social groups, like the rich and the poor, the native and the foreign- 
born, the ignorant and the intelligent, might need the ballot to protect 
their interests, but “the interests of men and women do not clash, and 
their relations are so close that the men of each class may truly be said to 

represent the women of that class.” 

Alice George thought the suffrage must disrupt the family because of its 
emphasis upon women’s individuality. Should the vote be granted, she 
wrote, “the whole sweep of relations of the sexes must be revised, if the 
woman’s vote is to mean anything more than two people doing what one 
does now.” For if women simply duplicated the votes of men there would 
be no purpose in giving them the suffrage. Yet if women used the vote as 
individuals with interests different from those of their husbands, then we 
“reinforce those who clamor for individual rights” and “strike at the fam¬ 
ily as the self-governing unit upon which the state is built. In 1903 
Frances J. Dyer made a similar point when she said that granting the 
suffrage to women would “shift the basis of our government from the fam¬ 
ily as a unit to the individual. So fundamental and important a change as 
this we believe would prove inimical to the highest interests of the home.” 
To Helen Johnson, the fundamental threat of the suffrage was that h 
brought “the possibility of civil war ... to the door of every family. 

If the suffragists worried about the lack of interest the mass of women 
showed in achieving the suffrage, the anti-suffragists made capital out of 
it. The more perceptive of them recognized the women’s apathy or hostil¬ 
ity toward the suffrage stemmed from the threat it posed to the family. 
Caroline Corbin, one of the leading anti-suffragists in Illinois, made the 
point in the form of a question as early as 1887. If women become politi¬ 
cally and economically independent, she inquired, “what then becomes o 
marriage and the home? Is there any escape from the conviction that the 
industrial and political independence of women would be the wreck of our 



present domestic institutions? May it not be possible,” she asked, “that an 
intuitive sense that woman suffrage is incompatible with the present rela¬ 
tions of men and women in the home, has something to do with the fact 
that... an overwhelming majority of women do not desire the ballot?”^® 
She might have added that the refusal of most suffragists and feminists to 
acknowledge the conflict between the family and women’s emancipation 
was in itself a sure sign that there was a threat. 

Ida Tarbell, historian and journalist, writing in 1909 did more than 
pose a question; she explained the resistance of the average middle-class 
married woman on the ground that most women perceived women’s rights 
to be a threat to the family. “It was not bigotry or vanity or a petty notion 
of their own spheres that kept the majority of the women of the ’40s from 
lending themselves to the Woman’s Rights Movement,” she began. “It was 
a fear to destroy a greater thing which they possessed”—namely, their lives 
as wives and mothers. “It was the woman’s life which barred the way 
most effectually to the growth of the cause of Woman’s Rights.” What 
that life entailed, Tarbell insisted, was the “dependence of man and 
child—the necessity of themselves—to know that upon them depended the 
health, the character, the happiness, the future of certain human beings, to 
see themselves laying and preserving the foundations of so imposing a 
thing as a family. . . , They might not have been able to state it, but all 
their instincts and experiences convinced them of the supreme and eternal 
value of their place in the world. They dared not tamper with it.”^^ 

In the end, then, the conflict between the Suffs and the Antis was over 
whether women ought to be treated as individuals or as subordinates who 
served the family. Sometimes and anti-suffragists made precisely that point 
in their objections. Women “do the neglected work, they remember the 
forgotten duty, they bring light and help to the dark places,” wrote Pris¬ 
cilla Leonard. “And all this they do, not for their own sakes or their own 
glory, but for the common good.” The motto of women, she concluded, 
was, significantly enough, “Not to be ministered unto, but to minister.” 
The Antis attacked Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Woman’s Bible because it 
frankly emphasized women’s thinking of themselves rather than of 
others—that is, acting as self-interested individuals. “What sort of a ‘next 
generation’ would evolve,” asked the Anti-Suffragist in 1909, “if all 
women considered their ‘first duty’ to be themselves, and overlooked the 
fact that their strongest power and highest possibility is that of unselfish— 
and often unnoticed—service.” This is also why many anti-suffragist 
women were among the leaders in the opposition to easier divorce laws. 



for they saw in divorce not only a sign of family instability but a height¬ 
ened sense of self among women, which they could only deplore. Helen K. 
Johnson, the author of a major anti-suffrage book, for example, was also a 
leader in the opposition to any easing of the divorce laws. The Antis also 
asserted that divorce was easier in those states where woman suffrage 
prevailed.^"^ 

We know today that the fears of the anti-suffragists were unfounded. 
Granting the franchise to women did not disrupt the family. And the 
reason it did not is that women did not use it in any way that would alter 
their place within the family. In fact, it is hard to see how the suffrage 
alone could have made any serious change in intra-familial relations. It 
is true that in projecting women into politics the suffrage broke the bar¬ 
rier between the spheres of women and men in a novel way. But as vot¬ 
ers, women tended to behave like their husbands or fathers, not as self- 
interested persons with different interests from their menfolk. It is true that, 
in insisting upon a separate vote for women, the feminists seemed to 
threaten to divide the family. Indeed, that had been the great fear of the 
Antis. In practice, however, the threat was only theoretical or symbolic, 
not real. So theoretical was it that most suffragists did not recognize it and 
usually explicitly denied any such intention or implication. The Antis, on 
the other hand, exaggerated the implications of the suffrage, asserting that 
the vote was going to set wife against husband because in theory the 
suffrage recognized women’s individuality and self-interest. They naturally 
interpreted that as disruptive because in the traditional family the woman 
had indeed subordinated her individuality to her husband’s. 

If a perceived threat to the family explains why women were reluctant 
to support the suffrage, we are still left with the question of how it was 
that the suffrage finally was accepted in 1920. Two kinds of reasons sug¬ 
gest themselves. 

First of all, there was the powerful and well-organized campaign 
mounted by the suffragists, especially after 1910. Just about then a deci¬ 
sion was made by the suffrage leadership to abandon the fifty-year-long 
campaign to win the suffrage state by state and to concentrate upon 
amending the federal Constitution. After all, as late as 1910 no more than 
four states, all of them small and western, had enacted full suffrage for 
women. Once the decision was made to fight for a federal amendment, the 
suffrage leaders moved to win over Congress and the President, much 
more concentrated targets than some forty state legislatures. Notable in 
this regard was the intense and often violent campaign of the radical wing 




of the suffragists in 1913-14, led by the indefatigable Alice Paul. Emulat¬ 
ing the passive-resistance tactics of the contemporary English women’s 
movement, suffragists picketed the White House, chained themselves to 
fences, and, when taken to jail, went on hunger strikes. There they resisted 
the brutality of forced feeding and, when freed, went back to jail immedi¬ 
ately and eagerly. Meanwhile membership in the more conventional orga¬ 
nizations swelled, and the propaganda and political pressure mounted. Al¬ 
though in 1915 referenda on woman suffrage were defeated in four eastern 
states, the proponents came close to winning. They captured 46 per cent of 
the total in Pennsylvania, 42 per cent in New York and New jersey, and 
35 per cent in Massachusetts. President Wilson himself supported suffrage 
when he voted that year in New jersey. Membership in the National 
American Woman Suffrage Association reached almost two million mem¬ 
bers, with a gross income of three-quarters of a million dollars a year. In 
short, by 1915 the suffrage had been raised to a national political issue, 
causing the Progressive and Republican parties officially to endorse the 
suffrage in time for the election of 1916. 

The highly organized activities of the suffragists and the disruptive and 
attention-gaining tactics of the radicals may have made the men willing to 
concede that further resistance was counterproductive, but there was no 
evidence that the mass of women were any more interested in the suffrage 
than ever. Even women who had the vote prior to 1920 did not exercise it 
as expected. In 1914, in Chicago, for example, only a third of the eligible 
women bothered to register as against two-thirds of the men. And after 
suffrage was achieved, women’s participation was lower than men’s. The 
proportion of women voters, according to the Gallup poll, did not equal 
that of men until 1956—36 years after the winning of the suffrage—and at 
that date women in the population outnumbered men. Thus, propor¬ 
tionately, they were still not voting to the same extent as men. A more 
striking measure of the lack of interest by women in the suffrage was the 
small number of women who have been elected to public office since 
women obtained the vote. Although many women candidates have pre¬ 
sented themselves for office, women have not voted for them. Contrary to 
what the Antis feared, and the Suffs expected, women have not voted as a 
sex. As a result, the number of women in the House of Representatives has 
never amounted to more than a handful, and, even in the age of the new 
feminism in the 1970s, only one woman sits in the United States Senate. In 
retrospect, in short, the suffrage does not seem to have been an ardently 
desired goal of most women, not even by 1920. 




l he Suffrage tight 

The second reason why resistance to the suffrage was finally overcome 
has to do with a decline in the fear that the suffrage threatened the family. 
During the first decade or so of the 20th century it became increasingly 
clear that, whatever the suffrage might portend in theory, in fact it was not 
a threat to the family. By 1910 woman suffrage had been tried in four 
states for over a decade; yet there nothing much had changed, one way or 
another. Indeed, the anti-suffragists were fond of taunting the suffragists 
with the truth that not even the social improvements promised by the 
social feminist suffragists had taken place. Gambling and prostitution were 
as safe and as rife in Colorado with woman suffrage as they had been 
without it. And as municipal suffrage spread throughout the country, city 
bosses learned, too, that they had little to fear from women voters and that 
Prohibition was not an automatic political reflex of women voters. By 
1919, a recent historian of the politics of the Progressive era has con¬ 
cluded, “virtually all of the nation’s major Democratic urban political 
machines had come to accept female suffrage, regardless of their earlier 
views.”"’® In sum, woman suffrage was accepted at long last simply be¬ 
cause it was no longer perceived as likely to produce the effects upon 
women’s behavior and the relationships within the family that the suf¬ 
fragists had hoped for and the anti-suffragists had feared. 

The most important reason of all why many women could forget about 
their apprehension that the suffrage threatened the family was that the jus¬ 
tifications for the suffrage shifted ground in the early 20th century. The 
original and most common argument on behalf of woman suffrage in the 
19th century had been that which has been sketched in previous pages— 
namely, that votes for women symbolized their individuality, their sense of 
self-interest, their need to be able to speak politically as individuals. 
Feminists and suffragists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton pushed that argu¬ 
ment hard, contending that no man could speak for a woman, any more 
than a white person could speak for a black. Suffrage was justified on the 
grounds that women were individual human beings, who must express 
their own preferences individually. 

By the opening years of the 20th century, however, the original suf¬ 
fragist leaders had passed from the scene, and the old appeal to individual 
rights as the basis for the suffrage for women was gradually abandoned. 
The principal reason it was dropped was that it was not working. It was 
vi/inning neither votes from men nor support from women. At the same 
time, the advancement of women in education, business, professions, and 
in a great variety of social and reform organizations by the early 20th cen- 
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tury suggested a more practical argument in support of the suffrage. The 
new justification was that women had a special contribution to make to 
society, something that men could not provide. This special contribution, 
so the argument went, came from their character as women—as wives and 
mothers, as homemakers. Jane Addams, for example, pointed out early in 
the 20th century that the problems of modern cities were those that 
women had long been familiar with: child labor, unsanitary housing, adul¬ 
terated food, and so forth. “May we not say,” she asked, “that city house¬ 
keeping has failed partly because women, the traditional housekeepers, 
have not been consulted as to its multiform activities?” And in 1914 Alice 
Stone Blackwell urged woman suffrage on the ground that it would have a 
salutary effect on foreign policy because women were different from men. 

Let us do our utmost to hasten the day when the wishes of the mothers 
shall have their due weight in public affairs, knowing that by so doing we 
hasten the day when wars shall be no more.”^^ In short, politics and vot- 
ing were but an extension of the home, so they needed the special charac¬ 
ter of women to improve them. Suffrage now became a way of extending 
women s special sphere to society, rather than being a way of providing 
political expression for women’s self-interest as individuals. Those suf¬ 
fragists who advanced such a defense of the suffrage were, in effect, argu¬ 
ing that women’s character as a sex should be represented, but not a 
woman s interest as an individual. This new justification for the suffrage 
was thus very close to the Antis’ assertion that women as a group were 
basically different from men. In the process, of course, that assertion 
played down, if it did not deny outright, a woman’s individuality. It fitted 
in well, however, with the idea that woman’s place in the family was as 
helper and nurturer of others, and thus supported, rather than threatened, 
the traditional relation between husband and wife in the family. 

One of the striking social manifestations of this belief that women were 
different from men and that their primary function in society as wives and 
mothers was the enactment of protective labor legislation' in behalf of 
women workers. The best known justification for such laws was made by 
Louis Brandeis in his famous brief before the Supreme Court in the case of 
Muller V. Oregon in 1908. Brandeis, as attorney for several women’s orga¬ 
nizations, contended that as potential mothers women needed and de¬ 
served special legislation to protect them from jobs or occupational situa¬ 
tions that might be injurious to their health. Such legislation was not to 
apply to men because they were stronger and would never be mothers. 
One of the new justifications for the ballot for women was that if women 



were enfranchised they could compel legislators to enact such protective 
legislation. In short, the suffrage was now being justified on the ground 
that it protected the family and women’s traditional role within it. 

Thus by the time the fight for the suffrage reached a climax in 1918, the 
argument that the vote would enhance each woman’s individuality had 
been replaced by a more traditional one, which frankly drew upon the 
view that women had a special nature, deriving from their being mothers 
and wives. Thus neither women nor men need any longer consider the 
suffrage as a threat to the family. Hence it could be accepted and become a 
part of the Constitution. Parenthetically, as Richard Evans and others have 
pointed out, suffrage for women in a number of other countries was en¬ 
acted for similarly conservative reasons. In Finland and Norway, for in¬ 
stance, woman suffrage came as a means of advancing nationalism in 
societies then under foreign domination. Similarly in Utah and Wyoming it 
seems to have been pushed by men because they thought it would encour¬ 
age the stabilizing influence of women and the home over single men and 
outsiders. (This is the argument advanced by Alan Grimes referred to ear¬ 
lier.) And the same conservative purpose, deriving from woman’s tradi¬ 
tional role in the family, seems to be at the root of the rapid acceptance of 
woman suffrage in Australia at the end of the 19th century. 

Finally, the transformation of the suffrage into a conservative cause by 
obscuring its potentialities as an expression of woman’s individuality can 
be seen in the United States in another way. Within three years after the 
ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, Alice Paul, a radical feminist 
who had been perhaps the most militant of the supporters of the suffrage 
during the final years of the campaign, proposed a new amendment to the 
Constitution. She called it the Equal Rights Amendment, for it would for¬ 
bid any state or the federal government from discriminating in any way be¬ 
tween males and females. The amendment would require the law to recog¬ 
nize and to treat women as individuals, not as members of a sex. 

To Alice Paul the Equal Rights Amendment was simply a return to the 
original principle that had been the justification for woman suffrage that 
is, of seeing women as individual human beings. But to the great majority 
of women who had campaigned and had brought about the passage of the 
Nineteenth Amendment, the Equal Rights Amendment was a betrayal of 
all they had worked and struggled for. And it was true that, if the Equal 
Rights Amendment were ratified, it would nullify all the special protective 
legislation in behalf of women that had been enacted in the preceding 
twenty years or more. As a result, women leaders of the day like Carrie 


chapman Catt, Florence Kelley, and Jane Addams, all of whom had been 
in the forefront of the fight for the ballot, rejected the Equal Rights 
Amendment. To these leaders the important thing was to protect women 
as women—that is, as a sex, not as individuals. And so for another half- 
century the Equal Rights Amendment was vehemently opposed by most of 
the leaders of women’s organizations on the ground that it was harmful to 
women, their essential nature, and their place in society. And it is that long 
period of opposition to the ERA by suffragists themselves that points up 
once again how profoundly suffragists had shifted their arguments in sup¬ 
port of the suffrage. That opposition offers also a measure of how neces¬ 
sary it w-as that the individualistic implications of the suffrage be obscured 
or denied if enfranchisement was to be accepted. For, until that was done, 
suffrage for women was generally perceived as a threat to the traditional 
subordinate role of women in the family. The result was that the achieve¬ 
ment of suffrage for women took longer than any other effort to expand 
the electorate in American history. 

To explain the achievement of suffrage for women in this way consti¬ 
tutes no minimizing of the monumental effort mounted by the suffragists 
to put the Nineteenth Amendment into the Constitution. As Carrie Chap¬ 
man Catt later recalled, “to get that word, male, out of the Constitution, 
cost the women of the country 52 years of campaigning. During that time 
they were forced to conduct 56 campaigns of referenda to male voters; 
480 campaigns to urge Legislatures to submit suffrage amendments to 
voters; 47 campaigns to induce State constitutional conventions to write 
women suffrage into State constitutions; 277 campaigns to persuade State 
party conventions to include woman suffrage planks; 30 campaigns to 
urge presidential party conventions to adopt woman suffrage planks in 
party platforms, and 19 campaigns with 19 successive Congresses to get 
the federal amendment submitted and ratified.^o But one important reason 
the struggle took so long and was so difficult was that most women were 
either hostile or apathetic. The women opponents were, as the Antis liked 
to say, ‘a silent majority’.” 

Because the predictions about the suffrage’s effects turned out to be 
wrong, the threat to the family implicit in the suffrage has generally been 
ignored by historians. As a consequence, the suffrage fight has been treated 
as a conservative reform, which is certainly the way it was defended in the 
last stages of the campaign. In fact, though, the suffrage was the political 
side of a drive for woman’s individuality that was reshaping the traditional 
family. The suffrage may have been only a first step in the achievement of 
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women’s equality, rather than the last one that the suffragists contended. 
Yet it was certainly an integral and necessary part of that long revolution 
concerning woman’s place through which American society is still passing. 

Another essential part of that revolution was the movement of women 
out of the urban home into the paid work force. That, too, like the campaign 
for the suffrage, was a 19th- and 20th-century phenomenon, but its most 
profound effects upon women were not felt until the second half of the 
20th century. It is that transformation in women’s lives to which the next 
three chapters are devoted. 



XV 

Women’s Work: 

The First Transformation 


Traditionally, historians and sociologists alike have measured the activity 
of women in the world outside the home by the number, or proportion, of 
women working for pay. That particular gauge is misleading in that, as we 
have seen in earlier chapters, women could be quite active in the world 
without receiving pay. They formed organizations of their own, fought for 
political and social reforms, and generally helped in shaping the world. To 
measure women’s work by whether it was paid for or not is misleading in 
another sense. Even when women did not receive pay, they nonetheless 
worked hard. The maintenance of the home and the care of children 
throughout American history for the great majority of women, including 
middle-class women, can only be described as demanding, arduous, and 
time-consuming. As has been observed before, the Victorian lady of leisure 
so beloved by novelists and critics of the age was representative at best of a 
minuscule proportion of all women. 

Nevertheless there is good reason for examining the history of women’s 
participation in the economy since it reveals yet another side of the long 
evolution of women and the family over the last two centuries. Work for 
money, as opposed to work for family, generates different attitudes and 
relationships among family members, and the intra-familial relationships 
as well as the role of women in the economy are central subjects in this 
book. In looking at women’s work in this chapter the emphasis will be 
upon the years prior to 1900. Those were the years when women began to 
follow men out of the home into the industrial and commercial work 
places. The chapter after that will look at women’s relationship to various 
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economic institutions, especially in the first half of the 20th century. Then, 
Chapter XVII will examine the transformation in women’s work since 
World War IL 

Throughout the colonial years, the great majority of women, regardless 
of age or status, were principally involved in the non-money sector of the 
economy, that is, they worked at jobs in the home that earned them no 
money, and the products of which did not enter the market. Neither of 
those propositions, however, should give the impression that women were 
not heavily engaged in producing goods and services. Prior to the Revolu¬ 
tion and for some decades after, the great majority of American families— 
probably as high as 90 per cent—lived on farms. With the economy over¬ 
whelmingly agricultutal, the great preponderance of the labor force was 
dedicated to raising crops for family consumption and for sale. With the 
exception of the southern plantation, where, ever since the end of the 17th 
century, black slaves supplied the bulk of the labor, the farm was typically 
a family enterprise. Although all members of the family worked at a com¬ 
mon activity, that did not mean they interchanged jobs. On the contrary, 
there was a sharp division of labor between the sexes. Certain tasks were 
peculiarly women’s, while others were men’s. This division of labor by 
gender was as old as human history, extending back even to the hunting 
societies that antedated the invention of agriculture. All societies known to 
anthropologists today still manifest this clear division of tasks, as did the 
rural colonial economy and the rural European economy of the 17th 
and 18th centuries. 

As far as women were concerned, their tasks were not only diverse but 
almost endless. Over the long term of a lifetime they were probably more 
arduous and demanding than those performed by men. One traveler in 
18th-century Carolina reported that “the ordinary women take care of 
Cows, Hogs, and other small Cattle, make Butter and Cheese, spin cotton 
and flax, help to sow and reap corn, wind silk from the worms, gather 
Fruit, and look after the House.” ^ Looking after the house was itself a 
heavy task, since that included not only cleaning the physical interior but 
the washing and mending of the family’s clothes, preparing meals under 
the handicaps of an open fireplace and no running water, preserving 
various kinds of foods, making all the soap, candles, and most of the medi¬ 
cines used by the family, as well as all the clothes for the family. And then, 
as the quotation suggests, the woman had to be ready at planting or har¬ 
vest time to help in the fields. On top of all this, of course, was the bearing 
and rearing of children. During the colonial years, when families of at least 


six children were common, this task was close to a full job in itself. It was 
this almost unending congeries of jobs that probably gave birth to the 
well-known tag line that a woman’s work is never done. Unlike the work 
of the husband-farmer, women’s work went on after dark and at an un¬ 
diminished pace throughout the year. 

Given the nature of most women’s work in agricultural America, the 
image of women, especially on the frontier, where most Americans lived in 
the 18th century, was hardly that of a frail or delicate creature. William 
Byrd, well-known diarist and planter of tidewater Virginia, wrote in 1710 
of being entertained in the back country by a fairly well-to-do woman. 
“She is a very civil woman and shews nothing of the ruggedness, or Im¬ 
modesty in her carriage” that he had noticed in other frontier women he 
had encountered in the course of his surveying trip. “Yett she will carry a 
gunn in the woods and kill deer, turkeys, etc., shoot down wild cattle, 
catch and tye hoggs, knock down beeves with an ax and perform the most 
manful Exercises as well as most men in those parts.” ^ 

From an economic standpoint, the significance of women’s work on the 
farm was that she was the principal manufacturer. While the husband of 
the typical married woman busied himself with raising crops for home 
consumption and for sale, women were weaving cloth from which the un¬ 
derclothes, coats, pants, dresses, tablecloths, blankets, and shawls of the 
family were fashioned. Few homes were without a spinning wheel for the 
manufacture of thread, and most also had looms for the weaving of 
woolen or linen cloth. Some women bartered these products with neigh¬ 
bors or at stores for manufactured goods. A few women in the 18th cen¬ 
tury did custom work for wealthier women who did not want to make 
their own homespun or sew their own clothes. Yet throughout the colonial 
years and well into the 19th century most of the clothes worn by the 
average American family were made by women at home. Indeed, if one 
allows for a little exaggeration, the observation of one economic historian 
is about right: “during the colonial period, agriculture was in the hands of 
the men, and manufacturing, for the most part, in the hands of women.”^ 
Actually, some kinds of manufacturing, like shoe-making, iron forging, 
and leather-working, were almost exclusively male occupations, and some 
manufactures were always imported from Europe. Yet the role of women 
was significant in manufacturing simply because the largest volume of such 
goods during the late 18th century were made in farm homes, where 
women’s role was pre-eminent. 

Although during the colonial years, 90 per cent of Americans lived on 



farms, there was also a small but slowly growing urban population. In a 
town or city the work of women inevitably contracted, since many of the 
things that farm or frontier women had to make for themselves could be 
purchased in shops; the cash incomes of urban people—whatever might be 
said of their total income—was generally larger than that of rural families. 
At the same time, though, the city or town offered a range of new occupa¬ 
tions open to women. One historian has counted at least 35 women physi¬ 
cians during the colonial years; 17 women physicians appear in the official 
records of the New England colonies alone. He also found several dozen 
women who owned printshops in their own right; six of them were the of¬ 
ficial printers for the colonial governments; sixteen of them published 
newspapers. An unspecified number of women worked as silversmiths, 
papermill workers, distillers, woodworkers, leather workers, and barbers. 
One researcher has located some thirty different crafts that women 
engaged in for purposes of sale in Philadelphia alone in the years before 
1776. Women were especially noticeable as tavern owners and operators. 
The so-called “she-merchants,” as they denominated themselves in colo¬ 
nial New York, actually issued, at one point, public protest against sex dis¬ 
crimination. In Philadelphia in the 1760s as many as 17 per cent of the 
licenses for taverns went to women, and in the single year of 1717 about a 
third of all shopkeepers applying for the “freedom” of the city were 
women.In short, women were economically active in cities as well as on 
the farm and frontier. 

To draw this conclusion, however, is not to say that most city women 
perceived such activity as normal. In fact, there is reason to believe that 
most of the women who were “she-merchants,” shopkeepers, or craft 
workers, were widows who were taking over from their dead husbands. It 
was usually the death of a husband that was crucial in bringing a woman’s 
talents into play. Certainly this was the case for one widow who took over 
her husband’s Long Island whaling business in the 18th century and made 
it into a success. It was also true of Polly Spratt Provost, who was only 
twenty-six when her husband died, leaving her with three children. She im¬ 
mediately assumed the running of his importing business, which she con¬ 
tinued to operate after she remarried. How she managed the double work 
load was suggested by her second husband, James Alexander, in a letter he 
wrote at the time of the birth of their first child. She does more than can 
be Expected of any woman,” Alexander told her brother in 1721, for till 
within a few hours of her being brought to bed she was in her Shop and 
ever Since Ithe birth was two days earlier] has given the price of goods to 


her prentice, who comes to her and asks for it when customers come in. 
The very next day after she was brought to bed She Sold goods to above 
thirty pounds value.” Alexander admitted that she had carried on the busi¬ 
ness “without the Least help from me.” Ultimately she gave birth to six 
more of Alexander’s children—ten all told from the two marriages.^ 

Inasmuch as most of the women proprietors we know about were wid¬ 
ows, it is, at best, misleading to see the work of these women as typical 
or representative of the occupational roles open to the sex. That widows 
did take over their husbands’ businesses in this manner certainly attests to 
the acceptance of women in such roles when necessity required it. But then 
most people recognized that in such small businesses wives were often as 
much a part of their husbands’ enterprises as farm women were of their 
husbands’. This was especially true of inns, taverns, and shops, where the 
work of the house and child-rearing was in close proximity to the work of 
the husband. That widows did take over the businesses of their husbands 
when they died is silent but effective testimony to their familiarity with 
their husbands’ enterprises. 

The extent of that familiarity, however, can easily be exaggerated, as 
Mary Beth Norton has warned us in her study of some 470 colonial 
women.® The women she studied were Loyalists during the Revolution 
who made claims for compensation to the British government. All of the 
claims studied were entered by women in their own behalf, without the in¬ 
tercession of men. Thus the documentary evidence analyzed by Norton 
was the testimony of women, not men. The first point to notice is that only 
9 per cent of the 470 women actually had income of their own, that is, 
were earning money; and half of that 9 per cent were without either a liv¬ 
ing or a healthy husband. In other words, half of that small number actu¬ 
ally entered business only when their husbands no longer could run the 
business. 

A second and more interesting point is that women, in their petitions, 
clearly implied their acceptance of the general view that woman’s place 
was in the home, not at the shop counter or work bench. For instance, 
very few of the women, when questioned by Crown officials, could give 
details of their husbands’ business, such as the value of their homes, lands, 
or shops. Again and again, Norton found, the women had to refer the 
inquirers to men for the necessary facts about their husbands’ businesses. 
(By the same token, men without their wives present could not list individ¬ 
ual items of furniture, dishes, and so forth—a clear measure of how sharp 
the separation of spheres was. Women could easily list in detail the items 


that men lumped under the general heading “furnishings.”) Sometimes the 
women gave direct expression to their self-image as persons peripheral to 
the world of work and business: one woman described herself as “a poor 
weak Woman unused to business.” Yet, despite that description, that 
woman later returned to the United States to press her claim on the spot, 
something that most male Loyalists were fearful of doing! The disparity is 
in part a reflection of a stereotype, but it may also have been a measure of 
a woman’s preference for the home. Certainly that was the meaning of a 
remark one woman (not one of the Loyalist women) wrote in her diary in 
1809. Although she commonly worked with her husband, she preferred 
the home. “A Storm is most welcome, for then I can stay at home, which 
has more charms for me than any other place.” ^ 

If during the colonial years most married women did not cross the line 
separating men’s and women’s work, the labor of women was still impor¬ 
tant to the economy. Even at the end of the 18th century, the primary role 
of women in the manufacture of cloth was well recognized. “It is com¬ 
puted in a number of districts,” Alexander Hamilton noted in his famous 
Report on Manufactures in 1791, “that two-thirds, three-fourths, and 
four-fifths of all the clothing of the inhabitants are made by themselves.” 
Albert Gallatin, one of Hamilton’s successors in the office of Secretary of 
the Treasury, testified to the continuing influence of women in this branch 
of the economy. “It is probable that about two-thirds of the clothing, 
including hosiery and of the house and table linen worn and used by the 
inhabitants of the United States, who do not reside in cities,” Gallatin 
wrote in 1810, “is the product of family manufactures.” This was about 
ten times, by value, of what was produced outside the home, Gallatin es¬ 
timated.® 

Hamilton’s and Gallatin’s comments were made in the context of trying 
to encourage women to leave the home for the factories. In one of his 
more famous asides, Hamilton concluded that “women and children are 
rendered more useful by manufacturing establishments than they otherwise 
would be.” And the history of early textile manufacture in the United 
States testifies that women were indeed useful. By 1816 well over half of 
the labor force in the cotton mills in the United States was female. Out of 
the 100,000 workers estimated in 1822 to be employed in the manufac¬ 
ture of cotton cloth in the United States, about 65,000 were women and 
girls. 

Textiles were undoubtedly the most advanced form of manufacturing in 
the first three decades of the 19th century, but women workers were also 









important in a variety of other manufacturing enterprises. Among the sev¬ 
enty different businesses in which women were significantly employed be¬ 
fore 1830 was the fabricating of furniture, shoes, gunpowder, buttons, 
gloves, shovels, and tobacco. Not all of these items were manufactured in 
factories; some could be fashioned at home, thus allowing women to tend 
their home chores as well. By 1850, women were working in nearly 175 
industries, mostly manufactures of one kind or another. Virtually all these 
women workers were white, for most black women during the first half of 
the 19th century, it will be remembered, were slaves, who worked as farm 
laborers. 

The labor of women was an impetus to the industrial revolution in 
America. In any agricultural society in which the productivity of workers 
is low, manufacturing is difficult to get started because the preponderance 
of labor is tied up in the production of food and other needed agricultural 
commodities. This was especially true in a relatively unsettled country like 
the United States, where the going wage was higher than in England, 
which, at that time, was the major manufacturing country in the world. It 
was the recognition of these basic economic facts that caused Hamilton 
and other early proponents of manufacturing to look to women’s labor as 
a major national resource. And for most of the 19th century, women 
workers supplied the bulk of the labor force in textiles and a substantial 
portion in several other industries. 

By the early 1830s working women were sufficiently common for one 
Boston newspaper to complain that “the times are out of joint.” Now, the 
Boston Courier asserted, “women are assuming the prerogatives and em¬ 
ployments which, from immemorial time, have been considered the attri¬ 
butes and duties of the other sex.”^ Certainly the incentive for women to 
work in factories was not a desire to replace men or to violate conven¬ 
tional gender roles, yet the textile millowners and the women both gained 
from the movement of women into the paid labor force. The women ob¬ 
tained better wages than they could command in domestic service or by 
staying at home, while the millowners cut costs since women worked for 
considerably lower wages than men. In fact, the lower wages made it pos¬ 
sible for the American mills to compete with English textiles. Generally 
speaking, the lower wages paid to women in the early days of indus¬ 
trialization must be counted as a signal contribution to the beginnings of a 
modern American economy, whatever else it may say about the inequities 
of that economy. Since factory wages were generally higher than women’s 
wages in other enterprises, over the long run they tended to raise the wages 
of women in other segments of the economy as well. 
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Although factory labor by women began in the northeastern section of 
the country, particularly New England, by the middle of the 19th century 
manufacturing had spread even into the South and West. By 1850 over a 
million workers were employed in manufacturing, of whom women made 
up a quarter~the highest proportion at any time in the century, and 
another measure of the importance of women in the early industrialization 
of the nation. Most of these women workers were in cotton textiles, where 
women always outnumbered men until the 1880s. In Massachusetts in 
1850, for example, some 20,000 women were employed in cotton textiles 
as against fewer than 10,000 men. Interestingly enough, this same pre¬ 
dominance of women prevailed in the southern states, though there the 
total number of women workers was smaller. In 1850, for example, 1400 
women worked in Georgia’s textile mills as compared with fewer than 900 
males. Throughout the fifteen slaves states in 1850, almost 9000 women 
were employed in textile manufacturing alone; some 22,000 women were 
employed in manufacturing of all kinds, constituting a little over 13 per 
cent of the labor force in southern manufacturing. 

By 1860, although more women than ever were employed in manufac¬ 
turing, they constituted a smaller proportion—about 20 per cent—of the 
workers in all branches of manufacturing. The proportions varied from 
section to section, but the figure for the South was not as insignificant as 
sometimes thought. In New England, to be sure, women constituted about 
one-third of the workers in manufacturing, while in the South the propor¬ 
tion was only one-third of that. Although the antebellum slave South is 
generally perceived as a place of white ladies and black slaves, and an 
economy of plantations and no factories, that image is justified only by 
comparison with industrializing New England and the Middle Atlantic 
states. When compared with the agricultural Northwest—what today 
would be called the Middle West—the proportion of women workers in 
southern manufacturing is strikingly high. On the verge of the Civil War 
the slave states counted a larger proportion of women working in manu¬ 
factures than the agricultural West with which it properly should be com¬ 
pared. According to the Census of 1860, women constituted 10 per cent or 
more of the work force in manufacturing in six out of the 14 slave states. 
Only Ohio among the western states had a proportion over 10 per cent 
(13 per cent); the five other western states counted 5 per cent or less. 
Maryland and North Carolina reported higher proportions of women in 
their manufacturing establishments than Pennsylvania. (Pennsylvania 
counted many more workers—male and female—in manufacturing, of 
course, than any southern state.) 



One of the problems confronted by early manufacturers who sought to 
employ female labor was how to make such work acceptable to a predom¬ 
inantly rural society that was not used to having daughters leave home to 
work. The most famous—and most successful—answer were the mills 
around Lowell, Massachusetts, the locale of what foreign visitors and 
Americans alike referred to as “the Lowell girls.” The idea was to provide 
dormitories on the grounds of the mills in which the daughters of farmers, 
who were recruited from a distance, would be housed near their new jobs. 
It was expected that the young women workers would thus have a com¬ 
munity and acceptable housing, thereby relieving the anxiety of parents 
over their activities while absent from home. The dependence of the mills 
on women’s labor is revealed by the high proportion of women who 
worked in them: 74 per cent in the largest company in 1836. About 96 per 
cent of the women workers were native, and more than 80 per cent were 
between 15 and 30 years of age. Significantly, almost three-quarters of the 
women at this mill lived in the company boarding house; only 25 per cent 
lived at other locations, and only one-ninth of the total actually lived at 
home. The boarding-house idea, in short, was essential, if sufficient 
women were to be attracted from the farms of New England. In their 
special environment, the working women of Lowell became the cynosure 
of every foreign visitor, who asked to view them as they read books to one 
another while tending the looms, and during their spare time composed 
poetry and published their own newspaper. 

This special, and as it turned out, short-lived, form of communal living 
had other consequences, as the recent researches of Thomas Dublin have 
shown. The Lowell girls developed sufficient sense of carmaraderie or oc¬ 
cupational solidarity, if you will, that as early as 1834 and then again in 
1836 they went on strike against wage cuts. The millowners, taken aback 
by the unanticipated consequences of their plan, denounced such a display 
of independence as not only unfeminine but ungrateful as well! The strik¬ 
ing women, on the other hand, made quite clear that one reason they 
resented the wage cuts was that a loss of income reduced their sense of in¬ 
dependence of family. For it must be remembered that these young women 
were living away from their parents and therefore probably did not con¬ 
tribute to total family income, as did other young women workers who 
lived at home. With reduced wages they would have to ask for help from 
family. The Lowell women strikers lost their strike in 1834, as well as the 
one in 1836, but the number who joined the second strike was more than 
double the number in the first. Moreover, the women stayed out longer the 
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second time, and showed greater solidarity, suggesting that the work expe¬ 
rience, particularly the proto-Communal living, had developed a sense of 
unity among them. 

The common housing arrangements at Lowell were only temporary, for 
the young native farm girls were replaced in the 1840s and 1850s by im¬ 
migrant women. In 1836, for example, only 4 per cent of the women 
employed in one of the large Lowell firms were foreign-born; by 1860 
about 60 per cent were, most of them Irish. By the end of the 1850s the 
millowners had given up on the boarding-house idea; it was no longer es¬ 
sential to provide such inducements in order to have farmers send their 
daughters out to work. In fact, with the increase in immigration at the end 
of the 1840s, much more cheap female labor was available. The majority 
of the mill-workers, however, were still female. Indeed, so well known was 
the propensity of millowners to hire women that Thomas Dublin found a 
high proportion of widows living in the town of Lowell. In 1860 half of 
the households were female-headed. This proportion held for the natives 
as well as the foreign-born, showing that the basis of the phenomenon was 
economic rather than ethnic. 

Studies of other communities in vvhich factory work was concentrated 
showed Irish women predominating in the work force after 1850. Only 
one-quarter of the women workers in the cotton textile mills in Cohoes, 
New York, near Albany, in 1860 had native fathers. Four out of five Irish 
girls between 15 and 19 in Cohoes worked in the mills that census year. 
Irish girls were also the group most likely to be working in the factories 
and shops in Poughkeepsie, New York, between 1860 and 1880. About 60 
per cent of all Irish girls in the city between 15 and 20 years of age were 
working, a proportion noticeably higher than for German or native girls of 
the same ages. Generally speaking, the Irish were economically worse off 
than any other social group except blacks.’^ Black women, however, were 
usually not employed in factories or shops. 

Despite the low wages and often poor conditions of work, to immigrant 
girls and their families a job in the mills was considered a step up, econom¬ 
ically and socially. The newspaper in Cohoes, for example, complained 
that it was “next to impossible to get competent, reliable girls, who were 
willing to do housework at any price.” For most young women, domestic 
service was the principal if not the only alternative to work in the mills. 
Such girls believed, the newspaper continued, “that as operatives in the 
mills they take a higher place in the social scale than is accorded them 
when they do housework. The fact is, they don’t like the idea of being ser- 



vants, or being treated as such, and unless compelled by lack of the em¬ 
ployment of their choice they avoid it with scorn.” 

Textiles were not the only manufacturing enterprises at midcentury in 
which wornen made up a majority or a substantial minority of the work¬ 
ers. In the so-called clothing industries, which included the manufacture of 
shoes, umbrellas, furs, and clothing proper, but not textiles, women in 
1850 comprised almost 50 per cent of the 230,000 employed. By 1880 the 
proportion was down to 47 per cent, but the number of women workers 
was up to more than 200,000. Shoemaking had once been a male job 
because of the physical strength involved, but after the invention of the 
sewing machine and other machinery in the late 1840s, the number of 
women workers approached that of men. Between 1850 and 1900 the 
number of women working in manufacturing in general rose 500 per cent, 
yet, because that sector of the economy expanded so rapidly, women in 
1900 still made up no more than 19 per cent of the total work force in 
manufacturing. 

Important as women may have been in manufacturing, that was not the 
occupational category that engaged most women. Throughout the 19th 
century the single largest occupation of women was domestic service. In 
1850 there were more women domestic servants than women in teaching 
and manufacturing combined. And this was so even though domestic ser¬ 
vice, as the Cohoes newspaper pointed out, was shunned like the plague by 
most women. 

Again and again throughout the 19th century, writers on the subject of 
women’s work tried to convince girls and young women that domestic ser¬ 
vice was not only a good way to earn money but also a way to stay within 
the home environment and prepare for eventual marriage. Helen Camp¬ 
bell, one of the best known of women economists of the late 19th century, 
told of the survey of 600 women workers who were asked why they did 
not become domestic servants. Almost invariably they listed “loss of free¬ 
dom” as their reason. “This is as dear to women as to men,” one woman 
told the interviewer, “although we don’t get so much of it.” Factory work 
might be hard, but unlike domestic service it lasted only a specified 
number of hours each day. Service, another woman worker said, offered 
“hurts to self-respect. One thing that makes housework unpleas¬ 
ant—chamberwork, for instance, and waiting on table—is that it is a kind 
of personal service, one human being waiting on another. The very thing 
you would do without a thought in your own home for your own family 
seems menial when it is demanded by a stranger.” As the Cohoes newspa- 
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per writer had noted earlier, many girls disliked the menial character of 
service. “The very words ‘service’ and ‘servant’ are hateful,” one girl told 
Helen Campbell. “It is all well enough to talk about service being divine, 
but that is not the way the world looks at it.” Moreover, the young 
women workers complained that their lives were not their own as servants, 
that tasks were piled upon them without warning and that their friends 
were not welcome to visit at their places of service.^'* In short, domestic 
service was too much like home for young women; those intangibles they 
hoped to gain from working—independence and freedom—as well as in¬ 
come, were largely absent from domestic service. 

When this widespread hostility among women to domestic service is 
combined with the knowledge that the wages for such work were invari¬ 
ably inferior to those for factory work, the large number of women who 
worked as domestic servants throughout the century takes on a special 
meaning. It suggests how severely limited the opportunities for women 
were. {And the women concerned were not only the foreign-born or 
blacks. In 1900 over a million women were counted in the census of that 
year as servants and waitresses, of whom 26 per cent were native whites of 
native white parents; another 19.2 per cent were native whites of foreign- 
born parents. About 27 per cent were blacks, and 28 per cent were 
foreign-born.) The large number of domestic servants also explains why 
the wages for women in all branches of the economy were lower than for 
men. There simply were more women seeking work than there were jobs 
for them outside domestic service. The reason for this will appear as we go 
along, for it had to do with more than simply the structure of the economy 
or the attitudes of employers. 

Although the opening of new work opportunities for women may not 
have kept pace with the demand, the expansion of jobs for women during 
the 19th century was continuous. One source of these new opportunities 
was power-driven machinery, which reduced the need for heavy physical 
labor. Of equal importance as a source of jobs for women was the growth 
of cities. In fact, an important category of women’s employment, like 
domestic service, was clearly the result of urban growth; cities were where 
the servants were wanted and employed. And after 1830 the number of 
urban dwellers shot up. Between 1830 and 1870, for instance, the urban 
population increased at the rate of 19 per cent each and every year on the 
average! Cities, especially larger ones, with their diversity of economic ac¬ 
tivities, generally provided a variety of jobs for women. In 1900, for ex¬ 
ample, almost 47 per cent of single women were in the labor force in cities 


of 50,000 or more, as compared with slightly over 25 per cent in the 
smaller cities of the country. Significantly, there were no such comparable 
differences between the two kinds of cities among the proportions of mar¬ 
ried, widowed, or divorced in the female working force.*® 

The number of women employed in manufacturing or domestic service, 
of course, only tells part of the story. A much more useful and meaningful 
statistical approach to the question of work in the lives of women is the 
proportion of all women who worked outside the home. In 1860 only 
about 10 per cent of white women ten years of age or older were engaged 
in paid labor. (At that date about 80 per cent of black women were work¬ 
ing, principally as slaves in the southern states.) The figure for white 
women can be put another way, that is, that working women constituted 
about 10.2 per cent of the total American free labor force; once again, 
slave labor is not included. These figures, simply because they are general, 
conceal the wide variations in the proportion of working women among 
native and immigrant women and between women from middle- and 
lower-class families. As we have seen already, Irish girls were very highly 
represented in cotton textile factories and other kinds of work in towns 
like Cohoes and Poughkeepsie, New York. In Pittsburgh in 1880, one 
study has shown, 25 per cent of Irish girls between 15 and 19 years of age 
were working, as compared with fewer than 10 per cent of the native girls 
of the same age or 20 per cent of the German girls. 

Native white girls often found that working was out of the question 
socially if economic necessity did not compel it. “ I think a girl’s life at my 
age [21] isn’t the most pleasant by any means,” wrote Amelia Lee Jackson, 
daughter in a well-to-do Boston family in the early 19th century; “she is in 
the most unsettled state: a young man can occupy himself with his busi¬ 
ness, and look forward to his life and prospects, but all we have to do is to 
pass our time agreeably to ourselves. I think everyone likes to feel the 
necessity of doing something, and I confess that I have sometimes wished 
I could be poor to have the pleasure of exerting myself.” A young woman 
like Molly Dorsey, who was not wealthy but yet sufficiently above the 
necessity of working to avoid domestic service, complained, too, that the 
work she was able to do was boring, if only because it was done at home. 
At a time when she was sewing for a married woman in order to bring in 
some income to her family, she wrote in her diary, “ I do often wish that I 
might be something more than a mere machine. There is something dull in 
sitting here day by day, planning this garment and making that, but it 
seems to be my destiny just now. There does not seem to be much that a 
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than 5000 in 1880 who worked in cigar factories, or the 21,000 women 
shoe and book-binding workers, or the 7000 employed in the making of 
boxes. On the other hand, it is worth noticing that several occupations 
that might have been thought to have been once in the home, like baking, 
cheese-making, and brewing, were, by the 1880s, almost entirely in the 
hands of male workers. 

Still it is worth recognizing that most women who worked at the end of 
the 19th century were not employed in factories at all. In 1880, for ex¬ 
ample, four occupational categories—teachers; servants and laundresses; 
clerks and salespeople; and dressmakers, milliners, and seamstresses 
—accounted for four-fifths of all women engaged in non-farm employ¬ 
ment. Of the categories the largest by far was servants and laun¬ 
dresses, as it would be well into the 20th century. In 1880 about 45 per 
cent of all gainfully employed women were engaged in what the census 
bureau termed domestic and personal service; in 1900 the proportion was 
no lower than 40 per cent. Manufacturing was the second largest category 
of working women; in 1880 and 1900 the proportion was slightly less 
than one-fourth of the total. If the picture of women’s work in manufac¬ 
turing is one in which there is a wide dispersion among the occupations, 
but a concentration of most women in a relatively few occupations, the 
statistical portrait of women in the professions is no different.^® 

Perhaps the most visible female profession in the 19th century was writ¬ 
ing. Nothing has given that form of women’s work more notoriety or 
public recognition than Nathaniel Hawthorne’s famous outburst in 1855. 
“America is wholly given over to a damned mob of scribbling women,” he 
wrote his publisher, “and, I should have no chance of success while the 
public taste is occupied with their trash.” The success of the women 
writers against whom Hawthorne railed was intimately connected to the 
development of the modern family. Women at home in the cities and with 
responsibilities confined largely to child-rearing and home maintenance 
had not only the necessary leisure but a new and imperious inducement to 
read, to learn more about rearing children, keeping a home, and catering 
to a husband. One measure of the interest women now took in learning 
about their domestic role was that between 1784 and 1860 at least one 
hundred magazines, most of which were devoted to women’s interests, 
were founded. After 1830 the pace increased, thanks to improvements in 
printing that permitted cheaper and more frequent publication. Between 
1830 and 1850, some 1150 novels by American authors alone were pub¬ 
lished in the United States. A large proportion of the authors and the 



readers were women; about one-third of all American novels published 
before 1820 were written by women. For it was the women of the middle- 
class family who bought and read the magazines and the novels by the 
“damned scribbling women.” The magazine stories and novels, as a result, 
were primarily domestic in plot and character, that is, concerned with the 
home and women’s part in it. These highly sentimental and didactic novels 
held great attraction for their readers. 

Generally, the women who wrote and the women who read these admit¬ 
tedly third- or fourth-rate novels have not received much sympathy either 
from historians or literary critics. Their soft sentimentality has irritated the 
tastes of modern readers. Indeed, Ann Douglas in her recent The Femini¬ 
zation of American Culture has associated those women writers with the 
ministers of the first half of the 19th century and derided them both as the 
twin sources of modern American cultural anti-intellectualism. That these 
novels lacked intellectual rigor or depth no one can deny. But a closer 
scrutiny of the novels provides a somewhat different insight into the char¬ 
acter and meaning of the women writers and their audience of urban, 
middle-class, white women. 

Some years ago Helen Papashvily, and more recently, Sarah Lemmon, 
Mary Kelley, and Nina Baym have pointed out that the novels of E.D.E.N. 
Southworth, Caroline Hentz, Maria McIntosh, Amanda Douglas, Cath¬ 
arine Sedgwick, and Augusta Evans are not as devoid of insight into the 
minds of women as their Victorian sentimentality has led some to believe. 
It is true that the women in these novels are portrayed at the outset as sub¬ 
missive wives and that not infrequently the heroine is specifically said to be 
“not a disciple or pupil of Mary Wollstonecraft” or not a woman of spirit. 
She was, instead, an old-fashioned wife “who obeyed her husband.” Yet, 
after immersing herself in these novels, Nina Baym refers to them as 
“woman’s fiction,” by which she means they were “written by women, 
addressed to women, and tell one particular story about women. They 
chronicle the ‘trials and triumphs’ ... of a heroine, who, beset with 
hardships, finds within herself the qualities of intelligence, will, resource¬ 
fulness, and courage sufficient to overcome them.” Indeed, Baym goes on 
to speak of these novels as displaying a quite overt, if 19th-century “femin¬ 
ism constrained by certain other types of belief that are less operative 
today.” Men clearly play a less significant role than women in the lives of 
the heroines. “The traditional rescuing function of the lover is denied 
him,” Baym notes. Elopement usually ends in a worse tyranny for the 
woman. In the fourteen novels of the 1850s which she studied, Baym 
“found only one thoroughly good man. . . . Most are of limited in- 


telligence and overwhelming vanity. . . . The major repeated story is that 
of the struggle of the good woman against the oppression and cruelties, 
covert and blatant, of men.” 

In Amanda Douglas’s Out of the Wreck the mistreated wife even sets 
forth to her mother-in-law why submission to a cruel husband is not to be 
endured and why abandoning him is justified. “It may be heresy, but I 
begin to think one law binding upon both. I cannot understand why I 
must live a miserable, distasteful life of privation to be shut out of all the 
society for which my early training fitted me, to be shunned like a moral 
leper when the crime is his. I think I have a right... to rescue myself and 
my children.” And once on her own, she did prosper.22 In short, it is quite 
possible that one of the sources of the popularity of these novels among 
women was not only their sentimentality but their offering, vicariously, a 
style of life that fitted the ideal of a strong woman in the family, one as 
competent in her personality as the man. In short, these novels not only 
spoke to the aspirations of many married women but reflected a reality of 
their lives. In the highly popular Capitola of E.D.E.N. Southworth one has 
a character who seemed to offer an aspiration as well. For Capitola was a 
young woman so dashing in manner and style as to be almost a young 
man. She dueled with men, outwitted, and outran them; she was, in short, 
a “hero.” In 1859 Capitola rivaled A Tale of Two Cities in sales in the 
United States. There was, in short, more recognition of women’s compe¬ 
tence and influence in the home in these novels than has met the eye of 
Ann Douglas or Nathaniel Hawthorne. 

That a relatively large number of women were writers reflected an im¬ 
portant fact about professional careers for women, especially in mid-19th- 
century America. Not many professions were open to women. One woman 
writer referred to the “female professions” as “the instruction of youth; 
painting or art; literature; and the vocation of public entertainment 
including actresses, singers, musicians and the like.”^^ Writing lent itself to 
women because it permitted rather flexible hours, or at least the chance to 
be at home, important if the writer was a married woman, like Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, with several children. It was also a profession that a 
woman suddenly left a widow could enter upon without special training, 
providing, of course, she had some talent. Several of the women writers 
mentioned earlier were widows or the prime supporters of their families. 

The profession that counted by far the most women in the 19th century 
was teaching. In 1870, for example, teachers made up 90 per cent of all 
professional women. At the time of the Civij War the typical teacher in 
American schools was already a woman, though that had not been true 





twenty-five years before. In Massachusetts as early as 1834, women con¬ 
stituted 56 per cent of all teachers; by 1860 the proportion was 78 per 
cent. By the end of the century fully three-quarters of all of the nation’s 
teachers were women. 

The principal reason women were concentrated so heavily in teaching 
was because it was so low paying. Women were able to replace men 
because they would accept lower wages, even for the same work. As in 
other kinds of work by women, the vast proprotion of women teachers 
were single and young. In short, one of the first, if not the first, occupations 
in which the practice of paying women less than men for the same work 
got established was the profession of teaching. As we shall see in a sub¬ 
sequent chapter, differential pay for women derived, at least in part, 
from the different kinds of jobs performed by the two sexes. But in teach¬ 
ing the jobs were the same yet the wages of women were invariably lower 
than those of men. 

Teaching attracted women because it was a socially acceptable job, even 
in the beginning of the 19th century. It was, after all, an extension of 
woman’s traditional work as the rearer of children. As Catharine Beecher, 
herself a dedicated teacher and writer of advice books, contended in 1853, 
“it is ordained by infinite wisdom that, as in the family, so in the social 
state, the interests of young children and of women are one and the same.” 
She recommended teaching as a way in which young women could prepare 
themselves for “the great purpose of a woman’s life—the happy superin¬ 
tendence of a family.” Although she was neither a feminist nor a suffragist, 
Beecher did not hesitate to urge young women to take jobs as teachers. 
Even in the conservative antebellum South, it was possible for a young 
woman of good family to teach and to travel some distance to do it. When 
a young woman of twenty-two planned to leave her home in Georgia to 
teach at a plantation in Alabama in 1861, her grandmother was worried, 
but there was no question that the young woman would go. “Sophie 
seemed anxious to try and do something for herself,” the grandmother 
wrote to a relative, “and I consented to let her go, although it cost me 
many bitter pangs and tears to have my poor child go so far from home to 
teach.”After the Civil War teaching became a widely recognized oc¬ 
cupation for southern women. 

Recent research suggests that teaching was more important as an oc¬ 
cupation in the lives of women than the number of women teachers at any 
given time might suggest. A study of teachers in Massachusetts before 
1860 asked how many white women between 15 and 60 years of age 


worked as teachers at any specific time. The answer was only about 2 per 
cent of all working women. But when the study asked how many women 
worked at one time or another in the course of their lives as teachers, then 
the figure rose dramatically to 20 per cent. At this point there is no way of 
knowing whether Massachusetts was typical of other states or not. Nor 
should it be assumed that teachers came only from middle-class families. 
The Griffens in their study of Poughkeepsie, New York, for example, 
found that girls from working-class families were well represented among 
teachers. And a study made in 1911 showed that the father of the average 
woman teacher earned about $800 a year, a wage that placed him among 
skilled workers or a successful farmer rather than in the middle class.^^ 
Women’s entrance into the more prestigious—and better paying- 
professions of medicine and law was less easy and acceptable to men. Eliz¬ 
abeth Blackwell had to spend countless hours and many bottles of ink 
making inquiries and justifications for entrance into medical school in the 
1840s. When Harvard Medical school admitted women in 1850, the male 
students compelled a reversal on the grounds that women would cause 
them to lose status, especially since blacks (another low-prestige group) 
had been admitted only shortly before. And as late as 1875 a well-known 
Harvard physician, Horatio Storer, objected to women medical students 
on the ground that “there is this inherent quality in their sex, month to 
month in each woman, that unfits her from taking those responsibilities 
which are to control questions often of life and death.” 

Yet by the second half of the 19th century, as Dr. Mary Putnam Jacobi 
wrote in 1891, the question of women’s admission to medical practice had 
been settled. At that date some 115 women had been admitted to rnedical 
societies, though women were not always able to practice in hospitals 
other than women’s institutions. Even a small town like Poughkeepsie in 
1870 counted three women physicians. In 1880 the U.S. census listed al¬ 
most 2500 women physicians and surgeons, about 2.8 per cent of the na¬ 
tion’s total. Not all of these, of course, any more than all of the men, were 
university trained. In fact, as late as the 1920s, a third of all medical 
schools still barred women. 

The admission of women into law practice was considerably more de¬ 
layed than into medicine, perhaps because medicine, like teaching, seemed 
to have some connection with woman’s traditional role in the home, while 
the law had none. In any event, the first woman allowed to practice law in 
the United States was Arabella Mansfield of Iowa in 1869. She had been 
trained by her lawyer husband and was admitted to the bar by a liberal- 


minded judge who ignored the law which confined legal practice to “white 
male citizens.” Ironically enough, that same year, Myra Bradwell, proba¬ 
bly the best-known and most competent legal mind among women in the 
country—she was the editor of a prestigious legal journal—was denied ad¬ 
mission to the bar in Illinois. However, three years later, in 1872, the Illi¬ 
nois legislature opened all professions to women. By 1881 there were 56 
women lawyers in the country, thirty-one of whom had graduated from 
law school, not infrequently after a court fight to gain admission. In 1891 
the number was up to 200, yet until well into the 20th century some law 
schools continued to exclude women. In short, women were hardly on an 
equal footing within the profession, not even in regard to admissions. But 
any barriers that had once absolutely kept all women from the professions 
had been breached beyond restoration. 

The most galling discrimination against women, however, was not the 
limitations upon their entrance into, or practice of a profession, however 
severe these were, but the low pay women invariably received for their 
work. The average factory girl at the end of the 19th century earned above 
five or six dollars for a 60-hour week. These were the wages, incidentally, 
of an experienced, not a beginning, worker. At the same time an unskilled 
male manual laborer—the lowest level of male work—was earning on the 
average eight dollars a week. Domestic servants, four-fifths of whom were 
women and the largest single category of women workers, earned in 1900 
between two and five dollars a week, and their work week could reach 72 
hours, or 12 hours a day. Since women were concentrated in the unskilled 
or lesser skilled jobs, their wages were not only lower than men’s on the 
average but were typically only half those of men. A study of some 
150,000 employees made by the U.S. Bureau of Labor in the mid-1890s 
found only 800 cases where men and women were employed at roughly 
the same jobs. Yet in 600 of those 800 cases, where the work was pretty 
much the same, women’s wages were still lower than men’s, usually by a 
third. 

The conditions under which women worked in the 19th and early 20th 
century were hardly ideal. Hours were long, wages were often inadequate 
for a comfortable life, ventilation, lighting, and safety precautions were 
usually poor, and, to make matters even less acceptable, most working 
women knew that they received lower wages than men. Withal there was 
less dissatisfaction from these objective facts than one would have ex¬ 
pected. And the principal reason was also the most significant fact about 
working women throughout the 19th century and the first half of the 20th. 


That is, that the overwhelming majority of white working women were 
young and single. Work outside the home was largely a temporary phe¬ 
nomenon in the lives of women. They abandoned it when they married. 

The pattern runs all through the 19th century. Out of some thousand 
women employed at the Lawrence Corporation textile mills in Mas¬ 
sachusetts in 1830, only thirty were married or widowed. In 1889, Carroll 
Wright, the head of the U.S. Bureau of Labor, made a thorough study of 
some 15,000 working women in 22 cities across the nation. He deliber¬ 
ately excluded from the survey textile workers and professional and semi- 
professional women. Significantly, the interviewers were themselves 
women, thus enhancing the likelihood of accurate answers from the work¬ 
ing women they questioned. Out of the 15,000 only 4.3 per cent were 
married and 5.6 per cent widowed, thus leaving 90 per cent single. Wright 
properly concluded that “the working women in our great cities are prac¬ 
tically girls,” for the study found that the modal age of the women was 
18.2^ The average age at which these working girls began employment was 
15 years and 4 months. About three-quarters of the women fell into the 
age group 14—25, suggesting that most of the women worked between 
seven and eight years before marrying. Although 81 per cent of the women 
were native-born, 91 per cent of those native women had fathers who had 
been born abroad. In short, young women workers were recruited at the 
end of the 19th century largely from immigrant families. The great propor¬ 
tion of them—86 per cent—still lived at home, and three-quarters of them 
either paid board or contributed their earnings to the domestic budget. 
These working women testified to the family character of work in the im¬ 
migrant family, for one way in which the immigrant family, with a low- 
paid primary worker, was able to survive was by sending sons and daugh¬ 
ters out to work. At the same time, many of the daughters must have seen 
marriage as a welcome release from the family and the obligation to help 
with its financial support. 

On the other hand, simply because working women generally viewed 
their work as temporary, something that would be abandoned with mar¬ 
riage, they accepted wages and conditions few men could afford to. Being 
secondary workers in the family they were not impelled to seek more 
wages or better hours, as a father, or even a younger brother who would 
be working for the rest of his life, would be inclined to.^® 

A young woman’s practice of leaving work when she married continued 
well into the 20th century. In 1890, for instance, almost 88 per cent of 
women working in nonagricultural jobs were single, widowed, or di- 



vorced; in 1920 the proportion had fallen only to 78 per cent. And in 
1920, as earlier, most of the single women were living at home, presum¬ 
ably contributing to the family income. A study of eleven large cities in 
1920 found that over 80 per cent of all working women, not counting live- 
in servants, lived at home. 

Another way of looking at the relationship between marriage and work 
for women is to ask what proportion of married women were employed 
outside the home. Studies of individual 19th-century communities show 
that very few were. The Griffens found that in 1860 in Poughkeepsie, New 
York, 10 per cent of the native wives worked, while the figure for the Irish 
wives, despite the fact that a large proportion of their daughters were 
employed, was only 6 per cent. No more than 2 per cent of German wives 
worked. By 1880 the proportion was below 4 per cent for all groups, ex¬ 
cept for blacks. (This exception for black women will be discussed at 
greater length later in this chapter.) A study of Pittsburgh in 1880 found 
no more than 1 per cent of married native or immigrant wives working 
outside the home for pay. And at the turn of the century, only 2 per cent 
of Italian wives living in Buffalo, New York, went out to work. A sample 
of households drawn from the census in 1870 and 1880 for seven southern 
cities showed only a slightly different pattern. Only 4 per cent of married 
white women were working in 1870, and 7.3 per cent in 1880. 

The picture is even more striking on the national level. In 1900, accord¬ 
ing to a census study, less than 4 per cent of married white women, regard¬ 
less of nativity, worked outside the home. (For native white wives with na¬ 
tive parents the proportion was 3 per cent; for native white wives with 
foreign-born parents the figure was 3.1 per cent; and for white foreign- 
born wives the ratio was 3.6 per cent.) Twenty years later the proportions 
had doubled, but for all three groups they were still low: 6.3 per cent of 
married native white women and 7.2 per cent of foreign-born wives were 
in the work force in 1920. (The proportion of black wives who were paid 
wages in that year was 32.5 per cent; they constituted more than a third of 
all working wives in the country.) The fact is that even as late as 1940 the 
proportion of white married women who worked outside the home was 
not greater than 12 per cent of the total. 

Just because the typical woman worker in the 19th century was a young 
woman who would soon marry and leave the work force, Lucy Larcom, 
the most famous of the so-called Lowell girls, took a friend to task. “Don’t 
you think it is getting a little tiresome, this posing as factory girls of the 
olden time?” she wrote toward the end of her life. “It is very much like 
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honestly and faithfully done must be very restful after beating the air in an 
effort to do something which no one really wants or would miss if it were 
never accomplished” Yet, once she was engaged upon her writing, “it is 
impossible not to find pleasure in doing one’s best.” In fact, in time she 
well recognized that there might be a real conflict within her and within 
Helena as well. “How do you bear it—Helena, my dear girl,” she wrote in 
1888, “—that constant thwarting and suppression of that side of your Na¬ 
ture, so strong and imperative really and so hidden, except in your rare 
work, when you have the time to work,” for unlike Mary, Helena was not 
a published writer of note. 

Five years later, when the need for income, because of her husband’s in¬ 
capacity increased, Mary Foote reopened the subject: “in the old days I 
used to regret my work as subsidiary to Arthur’s—but alas, who knows 
when an engineer, who has spent ten years on his big stake in Idaho and 
lost it, may ever get in line again?” As a result, she was now intent on 
“making my work count as such as it can with the public. Hence my late 
recklessness about publicity. I am no longer the ‘snob’ I used to be about 
my work. I will never do less than my best in the work itself, but I am 
willing to caper and prance in the columns of personalities and show my 
middle aged visage like the rest of us, if it will bring in more dollars to my 
beloveds.” 

But the limits of what she would do to make money were quickly 
reached. When she was offered a fee of $100 for each of six talks “in select 
houses,” she found the offer unacceptable, even though she admitted the 
offer was intended as a compliment. “There are all manner of ways for 
women to make money nowadays,” she told Helena, “but surely this must 
be one of the hardest, and most trying. . . . Call me a snob if you will—to 
me it does not seem ladylike.” She was especially concerned about what 
her husband and children would say if she lectured. Certainly there were 
married women who did lecture and took on jobs that Mary Foote would 
have considered unladylike or embarrassing to husband and children. And 
there were married women physicians, lawyers, and educators who 
worked from choice rather than sheer necessity, but all of these women 


wexe the exceptions that proved the rule during the 19th century. 

To married women, particularly those of working-class background and 
expectations, work outside the home was undesirable for at least two 
reasons. One was that such employment meant doing two difficult tasks; 
house maintenance and child-rearing on the one hand and filling the out¬ 
side job on the other,.The second objection was that most, if not all of the 




V'work available to women of the working class was monotonous, low paid, 
and without much future. Measured against that alternative, staying at 
home to care for children and husband, and keep a house, however ardu¬ 
ous those tasks might be, had distinct advantages. Indeed, for most work¬ 
ing-class young women, marriage must have been literally an excape from 
drudgery and monotony while offering at least the possibility that the life 
! of wife and mother would bring love, companionship, and the joy of 
I children. As Horace Greeley chauvinistically editorialized to members of 
the Typographical Union in 1854, when they attacked him for hiring 
women typesetters, “marry them, provide good homes, and earn means of 
living comfortably, and we’ll warrant them never to annoy you thereafter 
by insisting on spending their days at the printing office setting type.”^^ 
Marriage also meant escape from the control of parents. A husband might 
turn out to be as great a tyrant as a father, but at least he had been chosen, 
and a sensible young woman could exercise her intelligence on the choice. 
In any event, staying on the job usually meant that there would be little 
improvement in the character of work, and the possibility of winning a 
life-companion and having children would surely be foreclosed. 

Simply because work for an educated woman intent upon a career was 
so different in content from that open to working-class women, there were 
conflicting differences in outlook between those women who sought to 
work with working-class women in organizations like the Women’s Trade 
Union League or Consumers’ League. As historian Nancy Shrom Dye has 
pointed out,^'* to the middle-class women work was often seen as liberat¬ 
ing, but they did not recognize that for working-class women work was 
part of a family economic obligation and often did not bring freedom or 
independence. Moreover, it was often quite uninteresting, spiritually 
deadening, and perhaps rigorous and mechanical, especially when com¬ 
pared with the varied, if admittedly unending pre-industrial style of work 
of the home. 

Perhaps the strongest evidence for the rule that the only married women 
who worked in the 19th century were those who were compelled to by 
economic necessity is the experience of black women. Throughout the late 
19th and well into the 20th century, black married women participated in 
the work force at a rate several times that of white married wornen. Dur¬ 
ing slavery, black women had been considered a part of the labor force, 
and perhaps as many as 90 to 95 per cent of black women slaves above the 
age of sixteen worked in the fields. Almost immediately after emancipation 


that proportion fell sharply as the legal coercive power of the masters was 
withdrawn. Economists Roger Ransom and Richard Sutch estimate that by 
the 1870s only a half to two-thirds of black women over 16 were working 
in agriculture, a drop of between 30 to 40 percentage points since slavery 
daysl^** Even after that drop, however, black women worked in greater 
proportions than white women. In 1880, for example, about 50 per cent 
of black women were in the labor force as compared with less than 15 per 
cent of white women. These figures are for women in general, not married 
women, but since most women of both races were married, the figures 
measure in broad terms the difference in the patterns. Studies of working 
women in particular cities have reported high proportions of black mar¬ 
ried women in the work force after emancipation. In New Orleans in the 
1880s about 30 per cent of black wives worked; in Cambridge, Mas¬ 
sachusetts, Nashville, Tennessee, and Atlanta, Georgia, in 1896, the pro¬ 
portions of black wives who worked ranged from 44 to 65 per cent, as 
against only 15 per cent of wives of Italian immigrants in Chicago.^^ 

The high proportion of black wives in the work force even after eman¬ 
cipation is to be explained largely by the greater earnings of white families. 
Black women, whether married or single, had to work to supplement the 
lower earnings of husbands and fathers. What they worked at, however, 
happened also to be the lowest-paying occupations, principally washing 
clothes, domestic service, and agricultural labor. The Griffens in their 
study of Poughkeepsie, for instance, reported that 25 per cent of black 
women workers, regardless of marital status, in 1860 could be located in 
subsequent censuses as against only 12 and 14 per cent for other ethnic 
groups. This suggests that black women stayed longer in the work force or 
simply had so little mobility that they did not have as much opportunity to 
leave as white women. The Griffens also found that half of all black 
women held jobs in Poughkeepsie in 1880. 

The propensity of black women to be in the work force to a greater 
degree than either immigrant or native women is evident in the census fig¬ 
ures of 1900. That year slightly less than 15 per cent of white native 
women over 15 years of age were in the work force; 25 per cent of native 
white females with foreign-born parents and 19 per cent of foreign-born 
white women were working. These figures are to be compared with the 43 
per cent of black women who were employed. In sum, black women were 
about twice as likely to work as white women, even if those white women 
were immigrants. 



If the comparison is made by age groups, two additional measures of 
the greater participation of black women in work become evident, as pe¬ 
rusal of the following table makes clear. 

At the earliest age level more black girls went to work than in any of the 
other three groups; and at the oldest age level—that is, after menopause— 
over two-fifths of black women were still working though less than 13 per 
cent of white women were. These figures also remind us that a greater 
proportion of black wives worked than white wives. In 1900 over a 
quarter of black married women were in the labor force as compared with 
less than 4 per cent of all white wives, regardless of nativity. The three 
largest occupational categories for black wives in 1900 say much about the 
limited opportunities. The occupations were agricultural labor, domestic 
service, and laundry work; over 900,000 black women were employed in 
just these three categories. 

Proportion of women employed, by ethnicity and race 1900 (in percentages) 

Women of Women of Foreign-born 

native parents foreign parents wqmcn Negro women 

5J 7.9 20.3 30.6 

11-5 12.8 11.7 42.2 

Source: Census of 1900, “Occupations," Special Reports, p. cxviii. 


Ages 

10-15 

44-54 


The usual explanation for the striking difference in the participation 
rates of white and black wives has been the lower income of black fami¬ 
lies. Recently, however, several studies of 19th- and 20th-century black 
women workers have offered additional explanations.^^ The principal rea¬ 
son for introducing other explanations is that, when family income is held 
constant for both races, the proportion of black women who work is still 
much higher than for white women. For example, a study of Italian and 
black women in 1896 revealed that, when the husbands of both groups of 
women earned $500 and more in a year, only 7 per cent of the Italian 
women worked, while around 30 per cent of the black women did. The 
explanation offered by the author of the study was that the difference 
might be accounted for by the fear among black women that because of 
racial discrimination their husbands would not be able to earn enough 
over a long period and thus the women thought it a form of insurance to 
be employed themselves, despite adequate incomes from the men. Another 
economic historian has made the additional suggestion that the propensity 
of black wives to work even when income from the husband was sufficient 
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derives from their having learned how to combine work and family under 
the duress of slavery, and they continued to do so in freedom. 

What role the slave experience played in bringing black married women 
into the work force is still not clear, but there is no question that well into 
the 2()th century large numbers of black married women have worked as 
they did throughout the 19th century, under slavery and freedom alike. 
For example, in 1920, almost one-third of married black women, who 
lived with their husbands, were working, as compared with 6.5 per cent of 
married white women. As in the 19th century, these married black women 
worked, at the lowliest jobs. Four-fifths of black married women were 
employed as domestic servants, farm laborers, or laundresses; in fact, they 
constituted more than one-quarter of all married women in the work force 
in 1920. Slightly more than 15 per cent of all married women who worked 
in 1920 were foreign-born. 

Between 1920 and 1940 the trend for married black women moved in a 
direction opposite from that for married white women. By 1940 the pro¬ 
portion of white married women who worked outside the home was up to 
11.9 per cent, a noticeable rise since 1920, but still encompassing only a 
very small proportion of all white married women in the United States. At 
that same date, the proportion of black married women who worked was 
down from 1920, suggesting that black women were still trying to get out 
of the work force and into the home, as they had been attempting to do 
ever since emancipation. Nonetheless, even in 1940, almost a quarter of 
black married women—or more than double the rate of married white 
women at that date—were still in the work force. 

The principal conclusion to be drawn from these figures and compari¬ 
sons is that right down to 1940 the great majority of women, insofar as 
they could, shaped their lives and their work around their families. It was, 
after all, the presence of children and husband that made working outside 
the home for married women difficult, if not impossible. That is why black 
married women so consistently sought to drop out of the labor force when 
they could afford to. It was possible for some professional women, or 
feminists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, to urge women to assume careers or 
fill jobs outside the home, but only those women who had domestic ser¬ 
vants, grown-up children, or no children could follow that advice, even if 
they overcame their husbands’ and society’s opposition. Of course, some 
women, like Stanton herself, were blessed with a sufficient supply of en¬ 
ergy, organizing ability, and drive to take on both home and job. 

It was the difficulty of combining the two full-time jobs of home and 




DyL. 


At Udds 


outside work that accounts for the opposition of even friends of working 
women to the employment of mothers outside the home. “ If circumstances 
have given a woman a home and children,” wrote Edith Lowry in a book 
published in 1911, which urged women to work, “they always must come 
first, but this does not mean the woman must do housework if conditions 
permit the employment of someone to do it,” she added. And economist 
Helen Campbell, who devoted herself to defending the working girl and 
seeking to improve her lot, offered no argument against those who said the 
factory destroyed family life when the mother worked. “The employment 
of married women is fruitful of evil,” she wrote in 1893, “and the propor¬ 
tion of these in Massachusetts is 23.8 per cent. Where ever this per cent is 
high,” she warned, “infant mortality is very great.” She fully approved an 
effort by the state of New Jersey to oppose “the employment of mothers of 
young children outside the home.” Earl Barnes, another friend of working 
women, also cited the bad physical effects on children of working mothers. 
“Surely the ideal toward which we must work,” he wrote in 1912, “is for 
the mother, during the period when she is bearing and rearing children, to 
be supported by the father of her children.” Barnes, of course, completely 
supported the idea of young unmarried women working. Even as staunch 
a supporter of women’s rights as John Stuart Mill thought that if married 
women worked they would be adding a further and unfair burden to their 
lives, not to mention what that work would subtract from their ability to 
care for children properly. “It is not,” he wrote in the Subjection of 
Women, “a desirable custom that the wife should contribute her labour to 
the income of the family.” It may have some advantages to her, but he 
thought when a woman married she “makes a choice of the management 
of a household, and the bringing up of a family, as the first call upon her 
exertions, during as many years of her life as may be required for the pur¬ 
pose, and that she renounces, not all other objects and occupations, but all 
which are not consistent with the requirements of this.” And as late as 
1964 the Women’s Bureau officially announced that it was not the policy 
of the Bureau “to encourage married women and mothers of young chil¬ 
dren to seek employment outside the home. Home and children are consid¬ 
ered married women’s most important responsibilities.”^® 

The implications “of women’s withdrawal from the labor force upon 
marriage were spelled out by Helen Marot, the executive secretary of the 
Trade Union League of New York, in 1913. “No one expects a woman to 
take her wage-earning seriously, or to consider it as a future occupation,” 
she wrote quite accurately. “ If she is a wage-earning wife or daughter, she 
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is expected to change her work to suit home conditions and demands, 
which are seldom changed to suit her work. This attitude toward women 
wage earners is more serious in its effects on wages and her interest in the 
problems of her fellow workers than is the actual bearing of children,” she 
concluded. 

A measure of the significance of the wife’s withdrawal from the work 
force upon marriage is evident in the ways some wives sought to make up 
for their forgone income. One way was to take on so-called home work, 
either of the needle-trade variety, as many widows with small children, 
and p»overty-stricken wives had to do, or some kind of service, such as 
washing, or running employment agencies. In 1902, for instance, two- 
thirds of the employment offices in big cities like New York, Boston, and 
Chicago were run by women in their homes. Another way married women 
undertook to contribute to family income without having to change family 
routine was to produce staples in their own homes. A U.S. Bureau of 
Labor study for 1889-92 of some 7000 working-class families reported 
that less than half of them bought bread, but almost all of them bought 
flour, an average of 1000 pounds of flour each year, from which presum¬ 
ably they baked the family supply of bread. Among the same 7000 
working-class families, nearly 20 per cent took in boarders, a practice that 
was yet another way the working-class wife might help to support the fam¬ 
ily budget while staying at home. 

All studies of communities in 19th-century America reported the promi¬ 
nence of boarding as a part of the life of families. The Griffens found that 
in Poughkeepsie at least 10 per cent of wives, regardless of ethnic back¬ 
ground, took in boarders in 1880; Kleinberg reported that in Pittsburgh 
that same year the proportion was 13.4 per cent. Studies for other commu¬ 
nities reported proportions reaching as high as 20 per cent. (In 1930, the 
figure was down to 11.4 per cent of families; today it is below 5 per cent.) 
The average figures seem to be between 15 and 20 per cent of families, al¬ 
though Ralph Mann in a study of two gold towns in California in 1860 
and 1870 discovered that taking in boarders was very frequent, with per¬ 
haps a third or more of the families in the two towns doing so. The prac¬ 
tice was sufficiently common in large cities for social workers often to 
warn against it, especially among immigrant families. The fear was that 
boarders threatened, by their strangeness, the proper cohesiveness of the 
family.^® 

Although the acceptance of boarders was related in part, at least, to the 
need to increase family income, that could not have been the sole reason. 



Kleinberg, Mann, and the Griffens ail have found that middle- and upper- 
class families also took in boarders, and sometimes in higher proportions 
than working-class families. Moreover, some of the merchants in the Cali¬ 
fornia gold towns who took in boarders also had servants. In fact, Mann 
notes that a woman who took in boarders was twice as likely to have ser¬ 
vants as a woman who did not! Under such circumstances, a need for 
increased income could not have been the whole explanation. Mann 
guessed that in the mining communities in California one purpose besides 
increased income was to provide a place for a subordinate of the head of 
the household, such as a clerk or an apprentice. In short, there may have 
been an element of paternalism or social control operating. John Modell 
and Tamara Hareven in their study of boarding suggest a somewhat dif¬ 
ferent, but related, explanation for the variations in the proportion of fam¬ 
ilies who took in boarders. They noticed that the number of boarders 
varied with the life cycle of families. Families were more likely to take in 
boarders when they had empty rooms, after children had grown up or left, 
as well as when the family encountered greater expenses and thus would 
take in boarders for income. They also suggested that taking in boarders 
was a part of a migrating rather than an immigrating process. Boarders 
sought out families until they became settled in a city or new area. This 
would be consistent with the very high proportion of boarders Mann 
found in the two gold towns in the newly settled West. 

On the whole, though, there is no doubt that increased family income 
was'a significant part of the motivation among all those who took in 
boarders even if it was not the sole or even the primary motive. Modell 
and Hareven, for example, found that income from boarders was impor¬ 
tant in household budgets. Thus boarding was a way in which a married 
woman could stay at home and yet add to the family, though significantly 
not to her personal income. 

In a sense, one might say that the taking in of boarders was a conse¬ 
quence of women’s withdrawal from the labor force when they married. If 
so, it was certainly not the only consequence that flowed from that signifi¬ 
cant social practice. It also affected how women related to labor unions, 
how women perceived their lives as workers in cities and on farms, and 
how professional women accommodated marriage, family, and career. It is 
to these and other aspects of women’s work that we turn in the next chap- 
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conventions in four different years before it broke up (as did numerous 
men’s labor organizations) in the devastating depression of 1873. 

During the second half of the 19th century, as the number of working 
women continued to increase, organized labor had to take cognizance of 
them, if only because feminists like Susan B. Anthony were quite prepared 
to advocate strike-breaking if women were not admitted into unions. From 
the standpoint of organized labor, however, the mobilizing of women 
added just one more problem to the general difficulty of trying to establish 
unions. Throughout most of the history of organized labor in the United 
States the survival of unions has been precarious. Only a small handful of 
strong craft unions emerged alive after the depression of 1873, for ex¬ 
ample. And even a once-strong national labor organization like the 
Knights of Labor passed out of existence by the end of the century, in part, 
at l east, because it undertook to organize women, blacks, and immigrants. 
The American Federation of Labor, created from a group of trade or craft 
unions in 1886, it is true, managed to hang on into the 20th century. But 
one reason it was able to survive was that it refused to go out of its way to 
include workers who might weaken its solidarity. For the fact of the mat¬ 
ter was that the working class in America, unlike the working classes in 
more homogeneous European societies, had long been divided by race and 
ethnicity. In such a social order, to take on the organization of largely 
unskilled women, most of whom were not going to remain permanently in 
the work force anyway, bordered on the self-destructive in the eyes of 
many male union members and officials. 

Officially, and according to the pronouncements of its leader Samuel 
Gompers, the American Federation of Labor favored organizing women, 
but in practice it was at best ambivalent and often dubious about the prop¬ 
osition. Certainly that was true of the membership. In 1898 and again in 
1914, resolutions which advocated confining women to the home and dis¬ 
couraging them from working were seriously debated at conventions of the 
A. F. of L. Leonora Barry who was a general investigator for the 19th- 
century Knights of Labor, testified, too, that male workers were generally 
uncooperative toward women. In 1885 Terence V. Powderly, the leader of 
the Knights, had to remind the Order that organizing women was one of 
their founding principles. One early woman labor leader gave voice to the 
sense of frustration and injustice felt by many women in dealing with male 
coworkers. Although the women typesetters refused to act as strike¬ 
breakers, Augusta Lewis reported in 1871, “when there is no strike if we 




ask for women in union office we are told by union foremen ‘that there are 
no conveniences for us.’ ” Yet when the women suffered the same hostility 
from employers for joining a union that the men did, the women were left 
without moral or other support from the male unionists. “ It is the general 
opinion of female compositors,” she concluded, “that they are more justly 
treated by what is termed ‘rat’ foremen, printers, and employers than they 
are by union men.”^ 

During World War I, when women entered new occupations because 
the men left to join the army and navy, unions and individual rank-and-file 
members often objected. The locals of the Amalgamated Street and Electric 
Railway Employees in New York, Chicago, Cleveland, and Detroit in 
1917 and 1918 fought the entry of the hundreds of women who became 
street-car conductors. Male machinists in Baltimore tried to drive off 
women welders with their torches and the sound of their riveting, usually 
with success. 

To be fair to the male unionists, it needs to be recognized that women 
workers could be difficult to organize, even though, as has been men¬ 
tioned, they sometimes organized themselves and did participate in strikes. 
A study of strikes at the opening of the 20th century reveals that unions 
made up primarily of women went out on strike much less frequently than 
male unions. A settlement worker at about the same time told a legislative 
committee one of the consequences which flowed from the fact that most 
working women were young women or girls who expected to leave work 
when they married: “You ask them if they belong to any kind of girls’ club 
and they seem to be very much surprised if you mention any trades union 
or club for the raising of wages. I said to those two girls,” the social work¬ 
er continued, “Does it ever occur to you that your work ought, economi¬ 
cally, to be worth more than ten dollars a week? But they said they didn’t 
know, they were able to get so much; they didn’t seem to have thought of 
the thing at all, in its large aspect.”"* Most of the women workers, of 
course, were not breadwinners but secondary earners for their families. 
And even when they were widows or women without husbands present, 
their very need to work as mothers precluded their having the time to get 
involved in the work of the union in their non-working hours. In short, 
women workers often did not have either the same stake in the job and the 
union the men did or else they did not have the time the men did for such 
activity. And just because women appeared to be such poor risks as work¬ 
ers, the male-dominated unions displayed little, or at least less, interest in 
organizing them, especially in an individualistic America, where organizing 
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men was fraught with sufficient risk already. After all, that was why the A. 
F. of L. found it desirable, if not essential, to seek its members primarily 
among the skilled workers rather than the unskilled, among the white 
rather than the black, and among natives rather than immigrants. 

The result was that trade unions did not take women seriously as work¬ 
ers. For years the A. F. of L. refused to spend money for organizing low- 
paid v/omen workers. Not until 1918, for example, did Samuel Gompers 
agree to the demands of women trade unionists that the national organiza¬ 
tion hire a full-time woman organizer. And even a union as advanced in its 
outlook as the Amalgamated Clothing Workers accepted lower wages for 
women than for men, even though women comprised at least half of the 
total membership of the union. At Cripple Creek, Colorado, where the 
town was under the effective control of a powerful miners’ union with so¬ 
cialist principles, the average wages of women were lower than men’s even 
when they did the same job. 

Nor did the unions take women seriously enough to admit them to lead¬ 
ership positions. No national union, not even those with substantial pro¬ 
portions of women members, included women among its leaders. The radi¬ 
cal Industrial Workers of the World, which seemed to appreciate the part 
that women had played in the winning of the great Lawrence, Mas¬ 
sachusetts, strike in 1912, gave women no part in the leadership of the 
local organizations. And despite the demands of women, the A. F. of L. 
refused to put two women on the national executive board during World 
War I. As late as 1940 only one female served on the 24-member executive 
board of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, at a time 
when women constituted three-quarters of the membership. Helen Marot 
summed up the issue in 1914 when she said, “Labor union men are like 
other men: they are not eager to trust office-holding to women. Labor 
union women are like other women, they lack the courage and determina¬ 
tion to overcome the prevailing attitude that women are unfit to assume 
executive responsibility.” ^ 

As the general hostility of male unions to the organization of women 
implies, most women workers remained unorganized. Although the 
Knights of Labor in the 19th century did seek to organize women, the total 
number was probably never more than 50,000 at any one time, and by 
1888 it was probably no more than 12,000. By 1910 the total number of 
women workers organized by all unions was no more than 75,000, out of 
more than eight million women in the labor force. 

That the fault for the poor showing lay more with the failure of union 



400 


At Odds 


efforts than with the reluctance of women workers to join unions is sug¬ 
gested by the great upsurge in women members during the first two de¬ 
cades of the 20th century. The proportion of organized women workers 
doubled in those twenty years, going from 3.3 per cent to 6.6 per cent, a 
rate of increase twice that of men. Yet the number of women organized 
remained small compared with the total number of working women and 
the proportion of organized men. In 1920, for instance, out of 15 women 
industrial workers only one was in a union, while one out of five men was. 
At that date women constituted one-fifth of the non-agricultural labor 
force, but less than one-twelfth of organized workers.^ 

Women workers in general may have suffered because of the ambivalent 
attitudes and policies of the male-led unions, but those women who dedi¬ 
cated themselves to the organization of female workers suffered doubly. 
This was especially true of the working women associated with the Wom¬ 
en’s Trade Union League during the opening years of the 20th century. As 
working-class women themselves they believed in unions and in their class, 
but as feminists they were compelled to work against the sexism of male 
unionists on the one hand and the class snobbery of the middle-class 
feminists, who were also members of the WTUL, on the other. “Per¬ 
sonally, I suffer torture dividing the women’s movement into the Indus¬ 
trial Group and all the other Groups,” wrote Leonora O’Reilly, a feminist 
and labor organizer. “Women, real women anywhere and everywhere are 
what we must nourish and cherish.” Yet she resented the elitist attitudes 
she found at times among the middle-class “allies” in the Women’s Trade 
Union League. Twice she resigned, only to rejoin, Pauline Newman, an 
organizer for the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union and a 
committed feminist, found the middle-class feminists insensitive to the 
needs and interests of women workers. “My work is horrible,” she com¬ 
plained to a friend in 1912. “The keeping sweet all the time and pleading 
for aid from the ‘dear ladies’ and the ministers is simply sickening,” Fannia 
Cohn, another ILGWU organizer and feminist, complained from the other 
side of the divided allegiances experienced by these women. “The labor 
movement is guilty of not realizing the importance of placing the interest 
of women on the same basis as of men and until they will accept this,” she 
predicted, “I am afraid the movement will be much hampered in its prog¬ 
ress.”^ 

Partly because the unions had much less interest in organizing and pro¬ 
tecting the interests of women workers, many feminists and friends of 
women looked to other means. One such means was to enact laws specifi- 
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cally protecting women at work, such as limitations on hours of work, 
kinds of tasks, and hours and conditions of work for women. Although 
committed feminists like Susan B. Anthony as early as the 1860s opposed 
protective work laws for women because they seemed to set women apart 
from men, other women who were active in the labor movement usually 
supported such laws. The fundamental principle or justification was set 
forth in 1927 by the feminist and labor organizer Fannia Cohn when she 
wrote, “considering that very few women are as yet organized into trade 
unions, it would be folly to agitate against protective legislation.” 

One of the great triumphs of the association of women with the labor 
movement during the Progressive era had been the Supreme Court decision 
in the case of Muller v. Oregon in 1908. In his brief in that case, Louis 
Brandeis argued from specific and empirical evidence collected for him by 
women labor advocates that special protective legislation, in this particular 
case, limits on hours of work, were justified in order to protect women’s 
health and safety. In distinguishing its position from that which it had 
taken against protective legislation in general, only three years before, the 
Court fell back upon the special dependence of women upon men. A 
woman “is properly placed in a class by herself,” the court said, even 
though special legislation “could not be sustained” for men. “It is impossi¬ 
ble to close one’s eyes to the fact that she still looks to her brother and 
depends upon him.”® The Court’s decision opened the way for a host of 
protective laws in behalf of women on the state as well as the federal 
levels. In 1969, the Women’s Bureau counted 46 states which had such 
laws on their statute books. 

In the view of organizations dedicated to the interests of women work¬ 
ers, like the Consumers’ League or the Women’s Trade Union League, pro¬ 
tective legislation could do for women what labor organizations ought to 
have done but had so far failed to do. Like a labor union, the state would 
nov/ treat women as a group, securing gains for them collectively, rather 
than leaving them to bargain individually. 

hdany unions supported protective legislation for women because it 
could advance the special interests of men. As Otto Strasser of the Cigar 
Makers Union told a meeting of the International Union in 1879, “We 
cannot drive the females out of the trade but we can restrict this daily 
quota of labor through factory laws. No girl under eighteen should be 
employed more than eight hours per day; all over-work should be prohib¬ 
ited.” At other times the unions supported protective laws for women for 
the same reason that Louis Brandeis and the Supreme Court had. Women 
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were adults, wrote a columnist in the journal of the A. F. of L. in 1900, 
but it was useful to lump them under the law with children as protective 
legislation generally did, “because it is to the interest of all of us that 
female labor should be limited so as not to injure the motherhood and 
family life of a nation.”^ 

The underlying justification for protective legislation for women was 
that women were different from men, and in such a way that the future of 
the country depended upon their ability to bear healthy children. That 
concern, moreover, was quite consistent with the character of the female 
work force, since the overwhelming majority of working women were un¬ 
married and young, not yet mothers. Women’s organizations generally ac¬ 
cepted this social feminist outlook. The Consumers’ League, for example, 
asserted that women had certainly the same rights as men, but that women 
were “not identical in economic or social function or in physical capacity” 
and thus ought not to be treated in the same way. Moreover, said Rose 
Schneiderman, one of the Women’s Trade Union League leaders, if women 
were employed precisely as men were, those who worked “at the same 
hours of the day or night and receive the same pay might be putting their 
own brothers or sweethearts, or husbands out of a job.”’^ This attitude 
may not have been consistent with a feminist philosophy, but few at the 
time took notice, so long as the suffrage still had to be won. Most women 
friends of protective legislation—like Rose Schneiderman herself—sup¬ 
ported votes for women. 

Once the suffrage had been achieved, however, the implicit contra¬ 
diction between protective legislation and feminist ideology, which Susan 
B. Anthony had recognized from the outset, could nor long be ignored. In¬ 
deed, the recognition was made within three years. For in 1923, Alice 
Paul, the militant suffragist who had organized the National Women’s 
party following the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, announced 
a new feminist goal. She advocated the addition to the Constitution of an 
Equal Rights Amendment. The amendment would prohibit any kind of 
discrimination in law between men and women, even those, like the pro¬ 
tective laws, which had been intended to help women. As Alice Paul ul¬ 
timately was compelled to admit, the adoption ‘of the Equal Rights 
\mendment would, in one stroke, wipe off the statute books of both the 
federal and state governments all the protective legislation that had been 
built up so painstakingly over the preceding fifty years. Those women who 
had spent the better part of their lives and countless hours of work obtain¬ 
ing those laws in behalf of working women were understandably outraged. 
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They could see no sense in what they considered a theoretical solution to a 
practical problem. “The cry Equality, Equality, where Nature has created 
inequality,” thundered Florence Kelley of the Consumers’ League, “is as 
stupid and as deadly as the cry Peace, Peace, where there is no Peace,” To 
abandon special legislation in behalf of working women who had so little 
job protection as it was, Kelley said in 1923, would be to subject “wage¬ 
earning women to wage-earning men and to that subjection we are op¬ 
posed m principle and practice. . . . On this subject we are immovable.” “ 
Florence Kelley was one of the two women who had gathered the eco¬ 
nomic and industrial data which had been the basis of Louis Brandeis’s 
brief in Muller v. Oregon. Kelley spent the remaining ten years of her life 
fighting, in behalf of working women, the Equal Rights Amendment. She 
considered the proposed amendment a travesty of the hopes and the future 
of working women. The amendment, she predicted, would open up an im¬ 
mense amount of litigation, rendering the legal and constitutional conse¬ 
quences for women beyond prediction. Kelley was followed in her opposi¬ 
tion to the ERA, as we have seen already in an earlier chapter, by the great 
majority of the suffragists. * 

As early as 1923 the issue between the old-line suffragists and Alice 
Paul’s National Women’s party in regard to protective legislation had 
reached such an impasse that the two groups appeared on opposite sides in 
cases before the Supreme Court. When the Court in Adkins v. Children's 
Hospital (1923) declared unconstitutional a minimum wage law for 
women, the National Women’s party praised the decision as a victory for 
equal rights, while most women leaders throughout the country joined 
with labor and liberal groups in denouncing it as a retreat from Muller v. 
Oregon. The National Women’s party had even filed a brief with the 
Court, prior to the decision, urging it to invalidate the minimum wage law. 
In 1936, in a New York state minimum wage case concerning women, it 
again filed a brief opposing the law, an action that evoked from the liberal 
Nation the observation that the party’s position “is as always logically 
sound and theoretically progressive. Humanly, however, it is impractical 
and reactionary.” And that was the view of most women and liberal- 
minded men on the question throughout the twenties and the thirties, in¬ 
deed, right down to the 1970s.^^ 

Only two groups took exception to the almost uniform belief in the va¬ 
lidity and value of protective legislation for women. One was businessmen, 
who usually found such legislation costly or at least inconvenient. As early 
as 1923, for example, the National Association of Manufacturers came 
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out for the Equal Rights Amendment, a fact the old social feminists and 
suffragists used gleefully against the amendment and Alice Paul’s National 
Women’s party. 

The second major group of supporters of the ERA was business and 
professional women. They contended that laws and practices that pur¬ 
ported to be helping women actually functioned in this case to keep 
women out of jobs they might like to enter. And there was evidence that 
when protective legislation went into effect women were in fact sometimes 
put out of jobs. In New York City, for example, some 700 women lost 
their jobs on the subway when laws against women’s working during rush 
hours were enacted. And minimum-wage laws for women often resulted in 
women being replaced by men. White-collar and professional women espe¬ 
cially objected to such laws because such blanket legislation often hit them 
individually. How could a woman aspire to becoming floor manager in a 
department store, for example, when the law limited the number of hours 
a woman might work in the name of protecting saleswomen and which 
precluded a woman’s taking a managerial job in which the hours were 
longer.^ Or suppose a woman wanted to enter a trade like welding, which 
the law closed to her sex on the ground that most women could not per¬ 
form such work? (As late as 1969, laws in at least 26 states categorically 
barred women from holding certain jobs on grounds of “protecting” 
them.) Elorence Kelley, among others, recognized that the National 
Women’s party was taking the side of business and of professional women 
against working women, thus exacerbating the class divisions among 
women. But that was neither the first nor the last time that women con¬ 
fronted the fact that their sex, like the other, was divided by class interests. 

Although most women leaders in the nation stood behind protective leg¬ 
islation for another forty years or more, the conflict between them and the 
handful of committed feminists was a fundamental one. Women at the 
time the issue arose recognized it, too. The central point was highlighted 
by the resistance of the business and professional women. As they repeat¬ 
edly emphasized, protective laws assumed a uniformity in women’s capa¬ 
bilities and interests; it treated them collectively, rather than individually. 
What women opponents of protective legislation insisted upon was that 
their individual interests and talents be recognized and advanced as the op¬ 
portunities arose rather than protect those attributes and abilities which 
they had in common with other women. Mary Beard recognized a part of 
the issue while obscuring another part when she wrote feminist Alma Lutz 
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in 1937 that the Equal Rights Amendment “ran the risk of positively 
strengthening anachronistic competitive industrial processes; of supporting 
. . . ruthless laissez-faire; of forsaking humanism in the quest for femin¬ 
ism.” Mary Van Kleeck, a firm friend of working women, hit the nail on 
the head when she wrote as early as 1921 that the issue was really individ¬ 
ualism, not laissez-faire, or middle class versus working class. “The femin¬ 
ist has an ideal for the home, the family, and children. She believes that all 
three would be improved by the greater freedom of the mother as an indi¬ 
vidual.” Mary Van Kleeck opposed the feminist position, but she fully 
recognized why, by implication, the argument and the issue would surface 
again, a half-century later. “The freedom of the individual, and the release 
of powers suppressed by artificially imposed limitations, are [feminism^] 
goal,” she pointed out.^'^ This, of course, had been the driving impetus 
behind feminism all along, however it may have been obscured by social 
feminism or by those who wanted to expand women’s range of activities 
without abandoning entirely the idea of separate spheres for the sexes. 

The National Women’s party lost its fight in the 1920s, but the concep¬ 
tion of feminism for which it stood has become the operative philosophical 
position of the new feminist wave of the 1970s. The basic issues which 
that principle raises about the place of women in the family lie at the cen¬ 
ter, not only of the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment but of the 
future of women and the family in America. Consequently, we shall have 
to return to the broader social implications of feminism in the last chapter. 

By 1920 a majority of women lived in cities and towns, rather than on 
farms. Yet even at that date literally thousands of women who worked for 
wages were in farming. As late as 1880, for example, almost half a million 
women were employed on farms, a figure that included only those who 
were actually paid for theiT work, or worked as farmers or planters. It did 
not include the millions of women who were farm wives, whose work in 
the home might be onerous and almost unending and who in addition 
might work for days or even weeks in the fields, especially at particular 
times in the annual cycle of farm work. Because this labor in the home and 
in the field was unpaid it was not counted in the census figures on wom¬ 
en’s work. The great majority of women farm workers (that is, laborers) 
who were paid were black. In 1900, for example, there were 440,000 
black women farm workers and 290,000 white. By 1930 the number of 
white women in agricultural labor (primarily as farmers) was still rising, 
reaching 345,000 that year, but at that date the number of black women 
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had fallen to 420,000, a reflection of the migration of black families to 
northern cities like Detroit, New York, and Chicago, a trek which had 
begun during World War I. 

Under slavery, black women had generally worked in the fields, and dur¬ 
ing the 19th century only in the South were white women used to working 
in the fields, mirroring, no doubt, the greater poverty of southern farmers, 
especially after the Civil War. A survey made in 1921 of some 900 farms 
in Nebraska, for example, showed that only 12.5 per cent of white women 
ever worked in the fields, while a comparable survey in South Carolina for 
the same year reported that 55 per cent of white farm women said that 
they worked on the crops for an average of 4.5 months of the year. That 
the cause was poverty is suggested by the additional information that the 
average number of wives of farm tenants who worked as farm laborers 
was twice that of wives of farm owners. The children of the two groups 
worked about in the same proportion, suggesting that when a farmer 
could afford to keep his wife out of the field work he did so.^^ 

Even when a farm wife did not work in the fields her job was a heavy 
one, as it had been on the frontier or during an earlier and less developed 
stage of American agriculture. By the early years of the 20th century, 
whatever may have been the attitudes of farm wives earlier, to many 
women life on the farm seemed disadvantageous. The contrast of town or 
city life was now evident to all farm people, and the individual homestead 
farm did not shine in the comparison. In fact, there was sufficient discon¬ 
tent among farm women in the early 20th century for the Department of 
Agriculture in 1913 to conduct a survey of attitudes among 55,000 of its 
correspondents on farms. Many of the farmers’ wives wrote directly, re¬ 
cording their attitudes arid those of their neighbors. As one Iowa woman 
wrote, women want to feel “that they are partners in fact with their hus¬ 
bands and not looked upon as subordinates.” In her opinion “the worst 
feature of farm work is too much work and too little pleasure. . . . The 
main cause for dissatisfaction of housewives is their isolation.”'^ 

Over and over again came the complaint of isolation and lack of diver¬ 
sion. Hardly a state was unrepresented by a reference to isolation. The ab¬ 
sence of good roads, suggested one woman from Virginia, make women 
“almost ‘shut ins’ during the wintry season.” A woman from Texas con¬ 
tended that “many farm women don’t get off their own premises more 
than a dozen times a year. The fathers get so accustomed to the mothers’ 
staying at home they seem to forget that they might enjoy a little rest and 
recreation,” she asserted. “And the mother gets so accustomed to it she. 
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niences for her, such as water in the house, bath, modern lights, vacuum 
cleaners, etc., and often not even such inexpensive things as oil stove, 
fireless cooker, washing machine, gasoline iron, bread mixer, and many 
such small items which help so much to lighten the women’s work; while 
the men have all the modern machinery and farm implements their wo.rk 
requires.” The woman writing the report did not blame the men for self¬ 
ishness or even indifference; rather she ascribed the problem to men’s lack 
of recognition of the large amount of work performed by farm women. A 
Colorado woman suggested that “the department should educate the farm 
men to the necessity of labor-saving devices for the household. Improve¬ 
ments in the farm home seem to fall behind improvements on the farm.”^^ 
The farm woman’s regimen was set forth succinctly by a woman from 
Pennsylvania. “ I have in mind a small, delicate woman, with a family of 
small children who does all her own housework, milks four or five cows, 
cooks for extra help, carries from the spring all the water—no time to read 
a paper or book. Late to bed and early to rise, yet neither he nor she has 
any idea they could make her burden easier.” Significantly, even those 
women who expressed satisfaction with their lives on the farm often said 
that the reason they felt that way was the decline in the amount of work 
they had to do at the time of the survey as compared with ten or twenty 
years earlier. The improvement was said to have come from the reduction 
in the number of hired hands they were expected to provide for, or be¬ 
cause certain farm chores like making butter had been mechanized.^^ 
Sometimes it has been contended by modern observers that on the farm 
the very importance of the woman in performing a myriad of tasks, not to 
mention her work in the field, gave her a function and therefore a status 
that was superior to that of the urban middle-class woman, many of 
whose economic functions had been taken over by industry. Though that 
interpretation might seem to be reasonable, neither these comments from 
farm women in the early 20th century nor the remarks of farm men in the 
19th century seem to bear out the point. The work of the farm woman 
might be more varied and even more economically important than that of 
the urban middle-class housewife, but the division of labor by gender was 
about equally sharply drawn in both locales. The attitude of western men 
as spelled out by Thomas Dimsdale of Montana in the 1880s would have 
been quite acceptable to any eastern urbanite. “A woman is queen in her 
own home, but we neither want her as a blacksmith, a ploughwoman, a 
soldier, a lawyer, a doctor, nor any such professions or handicrafts.” But, 
he went on, in their traditional roles as wives, mothers, and sisters, they 
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were “the salt of the earth, the sheet anchor of society and the humanizing 
and purifying element in humanity. As such they cannot be too much 
respected, loved, and protected.” 

Always, however, there was a gap between the ideal and the actual. Just 
as circumstances often threw women into jobs usually held by men in the 
colonial period, so the death of a husband or the loss of a family might 
well propel women into farm management or ownership. One such 
woman was Rachel O’Connor of Louisiana, who not only ran a large 
sugar plantation in the first decades of the 19th century but also managed 
to pay off the debts her husband and sons had left her. When a white 
overseer proved incompetent, she personally fired him and hired a black 
one. Her management of the plantation earned her money, with which she 
bought more land, and she successfully defended her property in court at 
least a dozen times. Bell Waller of Kentucky was not a plantation owner, 
but she did run her husband’s farm while he pursued his profession as a 
lav^yer. Her letters to her husband in the 1850s often refer to her running 
their farm. “You don’t know how fast I am learning to farm,” she wrote 
in 1852. “I believe I shall be a first rate farmer in a short time.” Agnes 
Smedley, in her autobiographical novel, tells us of her grandmother in 
northern Missouri in the 1890s who ran her farm without a husband at 
all “She milked the cows each morning and night with sweeping strength. 

. . . She carried pails of skimmed milk and slopped the hogs. . . . She 
awoke the men at dawn and she told them when to go upstairs to bed at 
night. She directed the picking of fruit. . . and she taught her girls how to 
can, preserve, and dry them for winter. In the autumn she directed the 
slaughtering of beef and pork, and then smoked the meat in the smoke¬ 
house.” ^2 

Not many women were as vigorous as Smedley’s grandmother or as suc¬ 
cessful as Rachel O’Connor, but there were many women, in the North as 
v/ell as in the South, after' as well as before the Civil War, who undertook 
farming without the assistance of men. The Census of 1900 counted over' 
300,000 women as farmers, planters, or overseers, a figure that made 
farming the sixth largest occupation for women. Unlike farm labor, which 
employed almost a half million women, three-quarters of whom were 
black, a majority of women farmers in 1900 were white with native 
parents. In the deep South, for example, women farmers constituted over a 
quarter of all white native women gainfully employed in the region. In the 
Middle West that census year, about 8.3 per cent of all white native 
women workers were farmers. 



Undoubtedly many women farmers and planters were widows working 
the land left by their husbands, but certainly many thousands of them were 
single women who had bought, or taken up land under the Homestead 
and other land acts. These laws did not permit married women to file a 
claim, but they did permit widows and single women to apply for land on 
the same basis as bien. An examination of land-office records for counties 
in Colorado and Wyoming at the end of the 19th century and the opening 
of the 20th showed that about 12 per cent of the entries were made by 
women. In order to validate a claim a person had to establish a permanent 
dwelling and reside on the land for five years. Significantly, in this particu¬ 
lar sample 42.5 per cent of the women claimants “proved up” their entries 
as compared with only 37 per cent of the men.^^ 

A striking, if exceptional, illustration of one such woman homesteader 
was Sarah Show Wisdom, who as a recent widow with four children ob¬ 
tained a piece of land under the Homestead Act in western Nebraska in 
1886. Once on the land she not only took her three school-age children to 
the rural school that was some miles away, with her baby strapped to her 
back, but she herself attended school until she was certified as a teacher. 
Meanwhile she “proved up” her entry by working it as a farmer and 
rancher. At that point she married again, only to have her second husband 
die in a blizzard while she was pregnant with her fifth child. Sarah Wis¬ 
dom then undertook to “prove up” her husband’s claim, added it to her 
own plot, continued her teaching, and later on entered claims for 320 
more acres under the Kinkaid Act of 1904. She died at the age of 80. 

Regardless of how arduous and demanding of time and effort the life of 
the farm woman may have been, it was always possible to combine work 
and family on a farm. Both occupations took place at the same site, as it 
were. When work for women moved outside the home, however, the only 
women who could follow it were those without family responsibilities or 
those who had no husband or no income. By the early years of the 20th 
century, although the great proportion of married women did not work 
outside the home, there was a sufficiently large number of Imarried women 
who did, for whatever reason, that the combining of home and work was 
neither novel nor rare. In 1910, for example, over a million married 
women worked outside the home in non-agricultural jobs. One-fifth of 
them were employed as factory workers, clerks, or saleswomen, while 
another 30,000 were teachers, 13,000 were bookkeepers and accountants, 
almost 2000 managers of businesses, and about 300 college professors, to 
just name some of the different occupations. In short, literally hundreds of 
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washing out grass stains,” wrote Alice Beals Parsons in Woman's Dilemma 
in 1926. “It is possible that the washing of diapers is no more essential to 
mother love than the grinding of corn into flour to make the bread the 
children are to eat” or the actual milking of the cow to get the baby’s milk 
is necessary in order to demonstrate mother love, though at one time both 
tasks v^ere part of a mother’s work.^^ 

The question of how to combine career or job and marriage was urgent 
in the 1920s also because so many women college graduates by then were 
marrying, as they had not at the end of the 19th century. Over 80 per cent 
of graduates from women’s colleges were marrying in the 1920s as com¬ 
pared with 50 per cent thirty years before. A poll at Vassar College in 
1923 revealed that 90 per cent of the woman students wanted to marry 
and only 10 per cent said they preferred careers without marriage. In 
1925, in recognition of the new trend, Smith College set up an Institute To 
Coordinate Women’s Interests, which was to experiment with ways of 
helping women to combine career and family. The Institute established or 
experimented with cooperative nurseries, communal laundries, shopping 
groups, and central kitchens. Smith’s President William A. Neilson in 1927 
made the concern official when he announced “that the outstanding prob¬ 
lem confronting women is how to reconcile a normal life of marriage and 
motherhood with intellectual activity such as her college education had fit¬ 
ted her for.” The board of trustees of Barnard College also took cog¬ 
nizance of the issue in 1932 in a practical way. It announced a policy of 
granting a six-month leave of absence with full pay to any woman faculty 
or staff member who was going to have a baby. In setting forth the policy, 
Dean Virginia Gildersleeve, emphasized the underlying feminist principle. 
“Neither the men nor the women on our staff should be forced into celi¬ 
bacy, and cut off from that great source of experience, of joy, sorrow and 
wisdom, which marriage and parenthood offer.” 

How effectively the new schemes would have worked and how deeply 
they would have reached socially were not to be learned. The Depression 
of the 1930s killed off not only these particular efforts but even the public 
discussion of how women might combine career and family on a reason¬ 
ably egalitarian basis. On the contrary, as the Depression deepened, the 
most common experience of married women who worked was to be fired 
or denied jobs if they had working husbands. Several states and many mu¬ 
nicipalities simply barred married women from any job, on the plausible, 
though clearly illiberal, ground that during a period of widespread unem¬ 
ployment men needed work more than married women. The National Ed- 
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ucational Association found that in 1930-31 some 77 per cent of 1500 
school systems throughout the country refused to hire married women 
teachers and 63 per cent dismissed women teachers when they married. A 
New York Assemblyman as early as 1930 introduced a bill to tax heavily 
married women’s personal income for the expressed purpose of driving 
them from the work force. “This will tend to eliminate unemployment,” 
the Assemblyman explained, “by stopping married women from seeking 
employment.” Married women were asked to resign from the teaching 
staff of the University of Wyoming, and in Cincinnati and Columbus, 
Ohio, married women were systematically dismissed from teaching jobs. 
In 1932 the Federal government required a spouse to be let go if both 
worked for the government; almost invariably the law was applied against 
women only. Apparently these reactions were in conformity with popular 
attitudes, for in 1936 the Gallup poll reported that 82 per cent of Ameri¬ 
cans thought married women should not work if their husbands held a 
job. 

The pessimistic shift in the ideological climate was already evident in 
1934 in the comment of a Vassar alumna. “Twenty years ago we all 
believed in the economic independence of women. Domesticity was 
regarded with impatience. . . . We all expected to have careers and we all 
hoped to be distinguished. ... It was part of the doctrine that we should 
marry and have children, but that these incidents should not stand in the 
way of our work. Marriage does not interfere with a man’s work. A 
woman, too, should have both a rich personal life and a useful public car¬ 
eer.” But by the thirties the search for the means to carry out the dream 
had been abandoned. 

The implementation of the dream may have stopped, but the movement 
of women into the work force continued. In fact, between 1920 and 1940 
women came to dominate the white-collar jobs that had begun to open up 
with the expansion of large-scale business enterprises during the 1920s. In 
1910, for example, about 28 per cent of women were in non-manual oc¬ 
cupations; by 1940 the proportion was up to 45 per cent. Stenography and 
typing went from fifth largest category of women’s employment in 1910 to 
third in 1930. In 1910 women constituted 9.1 per cent of professional 
workers; just 20 years later, the proportion was over 14 per cent. Or put 
another way, in 1900 women made up less than 30 per cent of office 
workers; in 1940 they constituted 54 per cent. Between 1910 and 1940 
women moved into the professions at a faster rate than men, and the 
number of women who were proprietors and managers (not including 



farmers) increased four times as fast as the number of men in those jobs, 
suggesting that women were making up for lost time. 

On the whole, though, the increase in the number of professional 
women occurred largely in traditionally women’s occupations like teaching 
and nursing. The number of women college teachers multiplied six times 
between 1910 and 1930, but in the same period the number of women en¬ 
tering medicine was 24 per cent below what it had been in 1910, and the 
number of dentists had increased no more than 2.6 per cent. (An exception 
was the increase in the number of hwyers and judges since 1910, a five¬ 
fold rise. But that profession had contained very few women at the begin¬ 
ning of the century.) The rise in the number of professional women during 
the 1920s was not at the expense of the more traditional categories of 
women’s employment. In 1940, for example, women still constituted al¬ 
most a quarter of the workers in manufacturing, and 93 per cent of those 
still in domestic service. 

The continued movement of women into the work force during the 
years between the two World Wars, however, did little to diversify 
women’s occupations beyond what had been the case at the opening of the 
century. In 1940 women were presented in over 250 different occupa¬ 
tional classifications, virtually all those enumerated by the census. In 1910 
about 90 per cent of all working women fell into the 25 largest occupa¬ 
tional classifications, that is, in only 10 per cent of the whole array of oc¬ 
cupations. Thirty years later, in 1940, almost 88 per cent of all women 
workers still were to be found in the 25 largest classifications. At the top, 
as the biggest group in both 1910 and 1940, was domestic and personal 
service, as it had been all through the history of women’s work outside the 
home. In 1920 and 1930 schoolteachers were in second place; by 1940, 
stenographers, typists, and secretaries had moved up to second place, re¬ 
flecting the continued expansion of paperwork bureaucracy in business en¬ 
terprises. In sum, on the eve of World War II most working women were 
still concentrated in the low-paying, semi-skilled, and unskilled jobs, the 
kinds they had filled ever since the industrial revolution had begun. 

Contrary to what might have been anticipated, the Depression did not 
drive women out of the labor force, nor did it send them back to t^he 
honre. The number of women working in 1940 was 25.1 per cent higher 
than it had been in 1930, while the increase for men was less than half 
of that—11.7 per cent. And in 1930, less than 12 per cent of married 
women were in the work force, but in 1940 .t.- proportion was up almost 
to 15 per cent. Despite the continued rise in w omen’s employment during 


the Depression, many who wanted to work could not find any. Perhaps as 
many as 20 per cent of all women normally employed were without work, 
or about 2 million. During the 1930s there was much concern that work¬ 
ing women deprived men of jobs, but every government survey that looked 
into the matter concluded that segregation of work by gender was so per¬ 
vasive that there was little actual replacement of men by women, despite 
the temptation offered employers by the lower wages customarily paid 
women. 

On the other hand, the labor legislation enacted during the Depression 
years did help women, even though under the National Industrial Recov¬ 
ery Act of the New Deal at least a quarter of the codes drawn up for in¬ 
dustry permitted women to receive lower minimum wages than men. And 
this often occurred in precisely those industries in which women were 
highly represented, such as the clothing and electrical industries. A state 
minimum-wage law, for example, raised wages of 84 per cent of female 
laundry workers in New York City in 1934, and New Deal legislation did 
the same for the textile workers, 40 per cent of whom were women. 
Despite the lower wages permitted for women in many industries under 
the NRA, wages for women in general rose more than for men, a measure 
once again of the great differential between the earnings of men and 
women. Hours, too, were reduced to a greater extent in those industries in 
which women predominated than in those in which males were in the ma¬ 
jority. In boots and shoes, for example, the hours of work for women fell 
16 per cent, while in the cement industry, which was principally male 
work, the drop in hours was only slightly more than 4 per cent. The prin¬ 
cipal explanation for the difference, of course, was that women were pri¬ 
marily employed in low-wage, long-hour industries. When legal minima or 
maxima were established, women profited more than men from the limita¬ 
tions. New Deal legislation made no consistent effort to even out the dif¬ 
ferences between the wages of men and women, but in some industries 
that was achieved. Yet not until after World War II, it is worth recogniz¬ 
ing, was the principle of equal pay for equal work a public issue, much less 
a goal of policy. Even labor unions accepted wage differentials between the 
two sexes on the ground that such differences had always prevailed and 
that employers expected to calculate costs on that basis. 

On the eve of World War II, in short, the chief patterns of women’s 
work were remarkably similar to what they had been at the end of the 
19th century, forty years before. Over four-fifths of working women were 
single and only temporarily in the work force prior to marriage; less than 



15 per cent of all married women with husband present were employed, 
and at that a disproportionate share of the total were black women whose 
work was not only unskilled and low paid, but was chiefly compelled by 
low family income. Most working women were still engaged in a narrow 
range of occupations, most of which were traditional, such as unskilled 
factory, clerical, and sales work. Even the proportion that women consti¬ 
tuted in the work force had not changed substantially since 1900. That 
year women comprised 18 per cent of the labor force; in 1940 the figure 
was 25 per cent. In other industrial countries women’s proportion of the 
work force was frequently higher. In Britain in 1931, for example, almost 
30 per cent of the labor force was female; in France in 1926, the propor¬ 
tion was slightly less than 37 per cent, and in Germany it was 36 per cent. 

Within a decade, however, almost all of these characteristics changed 
dramatically. It would be the greatest alteration in the work patterns of 
American women since the late 19th century, when most jobs first became 
accessible to women. On the face of it, the sweeping changes during the de¬ 
cade of the 1940s seemed to be the culmination of the feminist resolution 
that had been under way for over a century. In fact, however, the meaning 
of the Second Tranformation in women’s work was at once more compli¬ 
cated and less radical than that, as we shall see in the next chapter. 


XVII 

The Second Transformation 
in Women’s Work 


The extent or character of the revolution in women’s work after 1940 can 
be summarized best with a few figures. Within the space of ten years the 
pattern of women’s work, with which we have become familiar in the last 
two chapters, reversed itself. Whereas as recently as 1940 married women 
had been barely a third of all working women, by 1950 married women 
made up 52 per cent of the group. Not quite as rapidly, but significant 
nonetheless, during the same span of years the proportion of married 
women who were in the work force increased. In 1940 only about 15 per 
cent of married women in the country were working; by 1960 the propor¬ 
tion had almost doubled; and by 1975 over 44 per cent of married women 
with husband present were in the labor force. Or, put in different terms, 
the number of married women entering the labor force between 1940 and 
1975 rose more than two and a half times as fast as the number of married 
women in the country. This amazing increase in the number of married 
women who joined the work force during the 1950s and the 1960s also 
meant that for the first time in American history more women than men 
took jobs. 

A second part of the transformation in the job patterns of women was 
that large numbers of mothers of young children now began to work out¬ 
side the home. In 1940 less than 10 per cent of mothers with children 
under six held jobs; in 1950 the proportion was almost 12 per cent; by 
1970 it was over 30 per cent and still rising. By 1975 the proportion was 
up to 36.6 per cent. 

A third part of the great shift was that older women were now charac- 
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teristic of the female work force, something that had not been true of 
white women workers before. (Black women often continued to work after 
marriage and on into rather advanced ages, even in the 19th century.) This 
development was a function, to be sure, of the entrance of large numbers 
of married women into the work force. Yet it is so striking that it deserves 
to be noted in its own right. In 1940, for example, 27.2 per cent of women 
bemeen the ages of 35 and 44 were in the work force, but, by 1960, the 
figure was up to 42.6 per cent. Even more striking was the increase in the 
number of older women, those between 55 and 64, who went out to work 
in the years after World War II. In 1940 less than 17 per cent of such 
women held jobs, but, in 1960, 35 per cent did. How did this three- 
pronged revolution in the pattern of women’s work come about, and what 
did it mean for women and the farnily?^ 

The immediate cause was undoubtedly the advent of World War II. 
Unlike World War I, which had no long-range effect upon the employ¬ 
ment of women. World War II transformed the labor market. It is true 
that during World War I women entered a number of jobs that had been 
theretofore closed to them, such as street-car conductor, welder, or even 
non-combatant service in the army and navy. Doubtlessly many women, 
and many men, as a result, gained a new and broader perception of wo¬ 
men’s capacities as a result of women’s new occupations during wartime. 
For under the demands of war men have often been willing to break the 
mold of social custom and allow gender roles to shift. But when one looks 
at the statistics of employment, either in numbers or in range of occupa¬ 
tions, the situation in 1920 appears strikingly similar to that in 1910, 
suggesting that the war had little permanent or long-range effect upon 
women’s work patterns, whatever effect it may have had on particular 
women or on women’s participation in some occupational categories. 

Probably the chief reason World War I had little effect upon women’s 
employment in the long run was that it did not last long and did not 
demand much manpower. The great majority of men remained in their ci¬ 
vilian jobs, and the draft never absorbed more than two million men. 
Moreover, the total period of U.S. participation, at the maximum, was no 
longer than 20 months. World War II, on the other hand, was a very .dif¬ 
ferent affair. Actual U.S. participation lasted almost four years, and the 
end came abruptly with the unexpected surrender of Japan. Thus the war 
economy lasted just about as long as the fighting; there was no tapering 
off. Even more important from the standpoint of women’s work, and in 
contrast to the World War I experience, some 15 million men and women 


were taken into the armed forces from the civilian work force, leaving a 
wide range of opportunities for women not already in the work force or in 
the armed services. 

Despite the recognition from hindsight of the war’s great demands upon 
labor, at the outset of the conflict there was little anticipation that wom¬ 
en’s labor would be needed. Few women, for example, were mobilized in 
the early months, between July 1941 and February 1942, for example, 
only 5 per cent of all workers who received preliminary defense-work 
training courses were women; and of some 700,000 workers given training 
in order to prepare others for defense work, only 1 per cent were women. 
No sooner did the need for more labor become evident than it also became 
clear that the traditional source of women’s labor—single women—would 
be inadequate. Out of that realization came the decision to enlist the labor 
of married women. The Federal government mounted a propaganda cam¬ 
paign to convince married women, including those with small children, 
that it was now patriotic to work outside the home. “Our country was not 
built the soft way,” one of the government brochures announced. 
“Women worked hard on the farms and in the households. They carried 
on in every war while their men were on the battlefield.” But now they 
would be needed in the factories, as well. On still other occasions women 
were told bluntly that if they did not take a job in a war plant their men 
might well die from lack of ammunition on some “distant atolls ... in 
the hot sun.” ^ The propaganda was necessary since a preliminary govern¬ 
ment survey had discovered that, though 33 per cent of childless wives said 
they would be willing to take a job, only 19 per cent of wives with chil¬ 
dren were ready to. No more than 30 per cent of husbands thought it ac¬ 
ceptable for their wives to work. Yet, despite these initial reservations and 
the no more than rather inadequate and poorly planned government as¬ 
sisted child-care facilities, women entered the work force in record num¬ 
bers. (Most war-plant mothers apparently relied upon neighbors, relatives, 
or husbands for baby-sitters, rather than day-care centers or nurseries. 
That was the meaning, apparently, of the Gallup poll in 1943 that re¬ 
ported 56 per cent of mothers would not use government day-care centers 
even if they were provided free. They preferred more individual and per¬ 
sonal care.) Between 1941 and 1944, some 6.5 million women took jobs; 
more than half of the new workers had previously been unpaid home¬ 
makers only. By May 1945, when the war in Europe was over, women 
workers constituted 57 per cent of all employed persons, an unprece¬ 
dentedly high proportion. And for the first time, also, in American history, 



married white women had gone to work outside the home in large num¬ 
bers. ,'Almost half of all working women at that time were married, though, 
as recently as 1940, wives had constituted no more than 36 per cent of all 

working women. ... • i 

Patriotism, it needs to be said, was not the only force bringing married 
women into the work place. For one thing, women were responding to the 
rise ill wages, which the increased demand for labor spurred, especially 
since many families had experienced a fall in income after the male bread¬ 
winner had been taken into the armed forces. Many women also found 
that with their husbands gone there were fewer demands upon them at 
home for housekeeping services, and the fall in the birth rate consequent 
upon the husband’s absence meant that child-care duties were reduced or, 
in the case of newly married women, not even begun. Finally, during the 
war recreational expenditures and vacations were played down, and op¬ 
portunities for other kinds of activities for women were reduced, thus en¬ 
couraging women to fill their time with paid work as they might not have 
done in more normal times. 

Aside from bringing many new women workers, particularly the mar- 
ried, into the work force, the war’s demand for labor resulted in an im¬ 
provement in the status and the incomes of literally millions of women 
workers. Women moved into jobs that earlier had been out of their reach. 
At the close of the war, for example, a study by the Women’s Bureau 
showed that two-thirds of women who had been employed in earing and 
drinking establishments at low wages and under poor conditions had 
transferred to better paying war-work. As early as 1942, over 600 laun¬ 
dries were forced to shut down because their women workers had left for 
better wages in war work and no replacements were available. Black 
women in particular benefitted from the opportunities that the new war in¬ 
dustries and the withdrawal of large numbers of male workers opened up. 
Thousands of black domestic servants escaped into jobs with better pay 
and more regular and limited hours. The numbers of black women em¬ 
ployed in agriculture, principally as farm laborers, declined 30 per cent be¬ 
tween 1940 and 1945 as the women found new jobs in the expanding war 
industries. In 1940 there had been only 3000 black women employed in 
the metals, chemicals, and rubber industries; by 1945 the number had 
risen to 150,000, an increase of 5000 per cent! Black women employed by 
the'government jumped from 60,000 to 200,000 during the four years of 

war. , 

Revolutionary as the increase in married women at work was, the 
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change was primarily justified, in the minds of most Americans, by the 
goal of winning the war. And undoubtedly many married women them¬ 
selves, as they went out to work, used that justification for their departure 
from traditional roles. After all, even during the 1920s and 1930s, friends 
of working women had generally counselled against any encouragement to 
mothers of young children, even those of the working class, to go out to 
work. A Gallup poll in 1936, just before the outbreak of World War II, 
had reported that three-quarters of women disapproved of a married 
woman’s working. And during the war, when Congress was discussing the 
financing of child-care facilities for women with children who worked in 
war plants, the justification was the needs of the war. Senator Carl Hay¬ 
den, a supporter of such child-care centers, remarked that “it is entirely 
proper that the Federal Government should appropriate child-care money 
because Congress declared war; child care is a war problem, support will 
cease with the end.”^ (And cease it did in February 1946.) As late as 1945 
a Fortune poll reported that 63 per cent of Americans thought a woman 
should not work if her husband could support her. Moreover, the respon¬ 
dents made clear, rearing children was the primary job of women. And 
those conclusions were arrived at after four years’ experience with a total 
work force made up largely of married women. 

In the light of the emphasis, in previous American history, on the pri¬ 
mary responsibility of married women to their families, it came as no 
surprise that in the first year after the end of the war 2.25 million women 
gave up their jobs voluntarily and another million were laid off in antici¬ 
pation of returning male workers. Many observers, however, were not 
prepared for the 2.75 million women workers who joined the labor force 
at about the same time the others were leaving. As a consequence, the net 
decline in women workers was hardly more than half a million. In sum, 
the retreat of women from the work force that had been predicted just did 
not take place by 1946. Actually the predictions had ignored the contrary 
signs. Among those signs had been a Women’s Bureau survey made during 
the war in which it was found that three-quarters of working women said 
that they wanted to retain their jobs when peace came. Some of them even 
said they saw no valid reason why they should give up their jobs to return¬ 
ing male veterans. Perhaps most revealing of all was the additional finding 
that the greatest enthusiasm for remaining at work was expressed by 
women over 45—the very group of women who in the 1950s and 1960s 
would comprise the largest number of new women workers. By 1960 the 
proportion of women between 45 and 54 who held jobs was greater than 
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ally been lower than men’s. This difference in wages is the third long-term 
characteristic of women’s work in the American economy. The differential 
has prevailed in all categories of work and at all historical periods; it was 
true in the 19th century and it persists today. In 1960 the average wage 
for women in professional jobs was 64 per cent of men’s; among sales per¬ 
sonnel, women’s wages were only 40.8 per cent of males’; among man¬ 
agers 57.6 per cent. The median wage or salary of white women in 1960 
was 82.5 per cent that of black men, who, in turn, received incomes that 
were on the average only 60 per cent of white men’s. Nor have the most 
recent alterations in women’s access to a wider range of jobs or their 
higher participation rates reduced the differences. In 1945, for example, 
the median income of white women who worked full-time and all year 
round was 63 per cent of white men’s; in 1973 the ratio was down to 57 
per cent, and since that date it has declined still further. In short, despite 
the new opportunities for women and the new feminist consciousness 
among women, the wage differential between male and female workers 
is widening rather than narrowing.^ 

Part of the explanation for these different wages between the sexes, at 
least before 1940, is that women were generally not long-term participants 
in the work force. Since so many worked only until they married, they 
could be paid less, and many were, therefore, willing to accept less. Trade 
unions were, for the same reason, less interested in their cause. Another 
part of the explanation of why women’s wages have remained lower on 
the average than men’s is that they are concentrated in low-paying indus¬ 
tries, again because they have often been short-term, rather than lifetime 
workers. The concentration in low-paying jobs also helps to explain why 
job segregation is so pronounced; men try to stay away from “women’s 
work”; conversely, they try to keep women out of work that is tradi¬ 
tionally theirs. 

Further studies, however, suggest that these explanations are only part 
of the story. When all of these explanatory factors are held constant, the 
difference between male and female wages is reduced, but not eliminated. 
Simple discrimination, in short, is also a part of the explanation. At the 
time of the passage of the Equal Pay Act of 1963, numerous instances of 
women’s being paid less money for performing exactly the same work as 
men were reported. In fact, until that act was passed, the idea that women 
by right ought to receive equal pay with men for the same work was not 
widespread at all. The American Federation of Labor had accepted the 
principle of equal pay in the 19th century, but the implementation was nil. 



Many men argued that women did not need to be paid equal wages be¬ 
cause so many of them were single women, not family breadwinners, even 
though that argument callously overlooked the hundreds of thousands of 
women who were in fact the sole support of their families, even in the 19th 
century. During World War II the National War Labor Board enunciated 
a policy of equal pay for equal work for women, but most employers paid 
no attention to it or set up classifications of jobs that would permit the old 
discrimination to persist under another rubric. General Electric, for ex¬ 
ample, simply redefined jobs as being “heavy” (male) or “light” (female) 
and then paid different wages, though in fact the work involved was iden¬ 
tical for both sexes. Unions, too, during the war and after, although many 
thousands of their members were women, went along with the practice of 
paying different wages to women and men for the same work. During the 
1940s and 1950s several states enacted laws mandating equal pay for 
equal work, but the Federal government did not do so until 1963 with the 
Equal Pay Act. 

Differentials between men’s and women’s wages have prevailed in all of 
the industrial nations. But the gap has been noticeably greater in the 
United States than in any other industrial country. The reasons for the 
greater spread in the United States are not clear, but the international 
comparisons are striking. In 1968, for example. Great Britain, West Ger¬ 
many, Italy, and France all reported a gap between the average wages of 
men and women that was smaller than in the United States. In Britain 
women’s wages were 60 per cent of men’s; in France, 86 per cent; in Italy, 
74 per cent; and in West Germany, 70 per cent. At that time women’s 
wages in the United States were only 58 per cent of men’s. Moreover, in all 
of the European industrial nations mentioned, the spread had narrowed 
since 1955,, while in the United States it had widened. One possible expla¬ 
nation for the American anomaly is that a smaller proportion of working 
women in European industrial countries are in low-paying clerical jobs 
than in the United States.^ 

No class of working women has suffered more from the differentia) in 
wages than black women. In 1939 their median income was only 23 per 
cent of white men’s and 37.9 per cent of white women’s. After World War 
II, as occupational opportunities for black as well as white women im¬ 
proved, the gap narrowed. But even in 1960 the difference was still signifi¬ 
cant. By then the wages of black women on the average were up to 42 per 
cent of white men’s and 70 per cent of white women’s. A striking improve¬ 
ment occurred during the 1960s, thanks to improved geographical mobil- 
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fully resisted and reversed. Much still remains to be done, to be sure. Wage 
differentials, for example, still persist. But on the whole it does seem that 
the economic basis for a feminist future has been laid. Or has it? 

One reason for raising the question is the recognition that at the heart of 
the revolution in women’s work lie several anomalies, which are worth ex¬ 
amining. It has long been and still is a cliche of demography or social sta¬ 
tistics that married women’s participation in the work force is inversely 
related to income. The traditional and most respectable explanation, for 
example, why proportionately more black wives work outside the home 
than white wives is that their family incomes are lower. And virtually all 
studies of working wives, regardless of their race, show a close correlation 
between the proportion working and the level of family income. Yet dur¬ 
ing the 1940s and the 1960s wives entered the work force in great num¬ 
bers, though those decades were characterized by generally rising family 
income. One interpretation that might be drawn from this overturning of 
the traditional relationship between working wives and income is that the 
reversal shows that women were now joining the work force for other 
than economic reasons, that they were responding to the argument that 
economic independence was desirable, and that therefore women’s tradi¬ 
tional involvement with the family was declining. Before we look any 
closer at that interpretation, however, let us examine a second anomaly in 
the post-1945 transformation. 

Another accepted interpretation of the relationship between wives and 
work is that the presence of children, especially young children, has a 
strong inhibitory effect upon mothers’ employment. Yet during the 1950s 
and early 1960s, the fertility of American women went steadily upward. In 
1940 the fertility rate was 1.9, while in 1959 it was 2.3. In fact, the well- 
known “baby-boom” of the 1950s was occurring just as married women 
were leaving the home for outside employment in record numbers. At pre¬ 
cisely the time Betty Friedan was writing her book and coining the phrase 
The Feminine Mystique to describe what she thought was an excessive in¬ 
volvement of women in the home, an ever-increasing number of married 
women were going out to work. Here, too, it is tempting to conclude that 
the demographic and economic facts seem to suggest that the mass of 
women, whatever the Friedans and other writers on the subject might con¬ 
tend, were in fact breaking out of the traditional bonds of home and 
motherhood, that they were finally repudiating the 19th-century doctrine 
of separate spheres. 

From the beginning of the feminist movement in the early 19th century. 


the argument has been advanced that women, as human beings, not only 
deserved equality of economic opportunity but also that when married 
women gained economic independence, the relationships within the family 
would also become egalitarian. As Elizabeth Cady Stanton pointed out in 
1870, it would work “a revolution.” Charlotte Perkins Gilman, in her 
widely circulated book Women and Economics (1898), had developed that 
argument cogently and effectively. Now, half a century later, it was being 
acted upon by millions of married women. Wives, by the second half of 
the 20th century, outnumbered single women in the labor force, and in 
1975 over a third of working women—36.6 per cent—had children under 
six years of age—that is, before the school years. (Actually, 32.7 per cent 
of women with children under three years of age were in the work force.) 

Despite this apparent triumph of feminist economic ideology, however, 
there was very little change in the place or the position of women in the 
family. In fact, when the patterns of women’s work in the present decade 
are looked at more closely, what emerges is the conclusion that, in spite of 
the transformation after World War II, women’s relation to the family 
remained as primary and central as it had ever been. It was now combined 
with work, to be sure, but that outside job was secondary and supplemen¬ 
tary to the family, which still remained the primary concern and sphere of 
most women. 

The way in which women continued to mold their employment around 
their families comes through strikingly in a study of the 1960 census data. 
The conclusion of the economist authors was that women without children 
who worked outside averaged nearly two hours of work more per week 
than women who had children aged 14—17, while those women, in turn, 
averaged about two hours more work per week than women with children 
under 14. In short, the more dependent the children, the less likely the 
mother was to work. A more recent study based on the census of 1970 
showed a continuing negative correlation between the presence of small 
children in the home and wives’ participation in the labor force. The corre¬ 
lation was not as strong as in 1960, but it was still significant.^ In sum, 
women continued to structure their work around what they perceived as 
their family responsibilities. 

The same conclusion emerges from a comparison between the propor¬ 
tion of men and women who are in the labor force. Although today large 
numbers of women are employed, the proportion they constitute of all 
women is still far below that for men. In 1973 only 53.6 per cent of all 
women over 16 years of age were in the work force as against 83.7 per 
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cent of men. More revealing is the additional fact that women’s partici¬ 
pation in work is lower than men’s at all age levels. The highest partici¬ 
pation rate for women in 1973 was 74.3 per cent for the 20-24 age group; 
for men in that same age group the participation rate was 92.1 per cent. 
The obvious explanation for these differences between the sexes is that 
marriage and involvement in their new families have caused the women to 
withdraw from the work force or not to enter it in the first place. 

Even when marriage and family do not impel women to withdraw from 
the job, they seem to cause them to reduce their availability for employ¬ 
ment. In 1973, only 42 per cent of all working women were employed 
full-time, all year round, as compared with 68 per cent of working men. It 
is si^;nificant that almost half of the women who worked less than full¬ 
time—47 per cent—told interviewers that their responsibilities at home 
dictated their reduced hours of work. The reasons next in importance in 
their responses were attendance at school (21 per cent) and unemployment 
(16 per cent). In comparison, two-thirds of the men who did not work all 
year round gave, as their primary reasons, education and unemployment. 
It is true that the number of women who work full-time, all year round— 
in the pattern analogous to men’s—has risen dramatically since World 
War II. The increase between 1950 and 1973 was 105 per cent. But that 
rise, sharp as it is, seems to have reached its maximum. Since the middle 
1960s the number of women working full time has risen at about the same 
rate as the increase in the number of women workers. 

Once this continuing involvement of working women with the family is 
recognized, women’s increased participation in the work force after World 
War II must assume a little different aspect than might seem to be the case 
at first glance. Rather than signifying a repudiation of the traditional pri¬ 
macy of the family in the lives of married women, it betokens a continuing 
involvement with the family, though that is now combined with work out¬ 
side. The work, however, is clearly subordinated to the needs of the fam¬ 
ily; in fact, the work is often entered into for the purpose of supporting the 
family, rather than increasing women’s autonomy within the family. 

One measure of the subordination of women’s equality or autonomy 
within the family is that even working women spent more time in house¬ 
keeping and family work than their husbands. A recent study of some 
1400 families in upstate New York inquired as to the amount of house¬ 
work performed by each family member. The women clearly did most, 
running from a low of 3.5 hours a day when they were young, employed, 
and without children, to a high of 12 hours a day when the wives were not 



employed and with seven or more children, one of whom was a baby. The 
husbands’ times averaged 1.5 hours a day. 

Generally speaking, working wives see themselves as adding to the fam¬ 
ily income, not sustaining the family. (Here, of course, the subject is the 
majority of married women with husband present, not married women in 
general.) A study made in 1956, for example, showed that families with 
working wives tended to have more debt than those without working 
wives. Since the debts incurred were not for home mortgages, it seemed 
that wives were working to finance less durable goods, like cars, refriger¬ 
ators, and TVs, items that did not require the wife to continue to work in¬ 
definitely. This secondary role that work played in the lives of most mar¬ 
ried women also helps to explain why most women did not work full-time, 
all year round. Again, their aim, apparently, was not to work for them¬ 
selves, but for the family. The same conclusion emerges from a more 
recent analysis, made of families with and without working wives in the 
1970s. This later study found that when total income was the same be¬ 
tween families with and without working wives, spending was greater in 
families with working wives, principally because of the added costs in¬ 
curred by the wife as an outside earner. But there was no increase in ex¬ 
penditures for durable goods. Wives were working, in short, not for a par¬ 
ticular item for themselves, but for a general increase in income—that is, 
for the family as a whole. 

The continued orientation of women’s lives to the family also explains 
why women over 45 constituted in the i950s and 1960s the largest age 
group then entering the work force. They were women going to work after 
their children had been reared. It also accounts for the apparent paradox 
that the proportion of married women working was rising at the same 
time that the birth rate was going up. The women who were entering the 
work force were older women; it was the young women who were having 
the children. Finally, it is this centrality of the family in the lives of 
women, even among those who work, that helps to account for the many 
' women who do not aspire to careers. Traditionally in American society, 
and short of a veritable revolution in current patterns of career lines, a 
professional career requires a separation from family responsibility, some¬ 
thing most working women have not been prepared to make. A Harris poll 
in 1974 found that 60 per cent of all women, including young women, 
said they frequently felt that being a mother is as challenging as having a 
high occupational position. And only one-fifth said that they frequently 
hoped their daughters would have “more interesting careers outside the 
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home” than they did.^^ As the patterns of women’s work now stand, the 
increase in the number of married women in the work force has not caused 
them to abandon their traditional roles as the primary custodians of the 
home and the primary rearers of children. And so long as women do not 
abandon these roles, no matter how many of them work outside the home, 
men and the society at large will not find large numbers of working 
women objectionable. Undoubtedly some men have found their wives’ 
hours and circumstances of work inconvenient, but that reaction is quite 
capable of being absorbed within the idea of the two spheres and the 
primacy of the home and family in women’s lives. Moreover, the holding 
of a job by a woman, and especially by a wife, has often been essential for 
the physical comfort of the family and the achievement of its educational 
and consumer goals, thereby helping to counter-balance whatever inconve¬ 
nience may result to the family from the absence of the wife and mother 
from the home. And certainly from the standpoint of the national econ¬ 
omy women’s work has been essential for its expansion and advancement. 
Yet in recognizing these contributions, we must not overlook the ways in 
which women have shaped and fitted their work around the family—a 
molding that is in stark contrast to men’s shaping of the family around 
their work. And it is just this willingness of women to shape work to fam¬ 
ily that explains the undeniable social acceptance of women’s paid work. 
In October 1973, for example, a public-opinion poll reported that 65 per 
cent of the population approved of a wife’s working even if her husband’s 
income was sufficient to support the family. Over 80 per cent of people 

under the age of 30 approved the idea. 

The social acceptance of work for married women since 1945 is analo¬ 
gous to the earlier, if slow, acceptance of the suffrage for women. For a 
long time in the course of the 19th and early 20th century, it had been 
thought that women ought not to have the vote because it would surely 
disrupt the family. Once women began to vote, however, it soon became 
apparent that the ballot posed no serious threat to the family. In fact, it 
had little to do with intra-famili.al relations. Similarly it had long been 
believed that mothers of young children ought not to be in the work force, 
that it would weaken if it would not destroy the family. And when fertility 
was hard to control, for a mother to take a job outside the home did 
indeed make it difficult to attend to the proper rearing of children. As we 
have seen, only those 19th-century mothers worked whose husbands were 
incapacitated, absent, or incapable of earning a living. But when methods 
of fertility control improved and were widely disseminated, especially after 


1950, and work for married women became available, more and more 
married women entered the labor market but without posing any threat to 
the family. For it soon became evident that, so long as married women 
were able or willing to assume the primary responsibility for the home 
along with a job outside the home, the traditional family was in no danger. 
The father remained the primary breadwinner, and the mother continued 
as housekeeper and principal child-rearer. Now, however, the family en¬ 
joyed the additional income from the working mother as a secondary 
earner. 

None of these observations denies that many women—indeed a substan¬ 
tial minority of all women—have pursued careers out of interest and com¬ 
mitment to such aspirations and that many others have been compelled by 
poverty or economic necessity to support themselves and their families 
with full-time work. Nor do these observations deny that many women 
have suffered from discrimination when they sought to enter certain oc¬ 
cupations or professions. No implication is intended, either, that women 
ought to refrain from careers or to cease to aspire to full-time work while 
rearing a family. And certainly there is no suggestion implied here that a 
woman ought to refrain from seeking to have her husband share equally 
the chores of the family if both of them pursue careers or jobs outside the 
home. The point is simply that compared with men the great majority of 
working women over the last century and a half have generally shaped 
their work around their family while, equally clearly, men have shaped 
their family life around their work. Why this pattern has persisted and 
what it means are among the questions that will have to be confronted in 
the next chapter. But the additional point that needs to be made is that a 
part of the argument of this book is that the difference between the work 
patterns of men and women noted here should be seen as a choice by 
women and not simply the result of male oppression or denial of equality 
of opportunity. That there were and are constraints on women’s occupa¬ 
tional choices goes without saying. But they are of the order that women 
were prepared to give up the pursuit of a career in order to have a family 
and marriage when it seemed too difficult or unrealistic to have both. In a 
sense, of course, that means that men’s attitudes were not as egalitarian as 
they might theoretically be expected or hoped to be, but that is not the 
same as contending that women were prevented from pursuing a career by 
male fiat. Confronted with the social, psychological, or emotional costs of 
being unable to have children and family if she chose a career, the wife 
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chose to opt for family and a secondary job, rather than a career. That was 
a constrained choice, to be sure, but a choice nonetheless. 

Interestingly enough, students of working women in European history 
have also recognized the same centrality of the family in the lives of 
women as we have been noticing in the United States. “Working class 
women as a group,” writes Patricia Branca, “never chose to make employ¬ 
ment a primary means of identification in their lives. They rejected it when 
it conflicted with family-centered goals and welcomed it when it could sup¬ 
plement not only earnings but also the diversity of personal experience.” 
Although this statement is primarily intended to apply to working women 
in Europe before World War II, it applies quite neatly to the pattern we 
have described for women in the United States after 1945. For, though 
many more married women work today than in the past, the character of 
that work is but an extension of the pattern described by Branca for Euro¬ 
pean working women of a much earlier period. The continuity is shown 
even more strikingly when it is recognized that in modern developing 
countries women’s shaping of their work around their families is equally 
true. “Often the women themselves tend to prefer work in home industries 
or in service trades rather than in wage employment in large-scale indus¬ 
try,” writes a modern student of women in developing countries. “The 
more flexible working hours in home industries are a great advantage for 
married women, and particularly for women with small children.” 

Having looked at the patterns of women’s work since 1945, we are now 
ready to examine more closely the implications these patterns hold for the 
future of women and for the future of the family in the United States. It is 
to the interrelations between women and the family that yve turn in the 
next and final chapter. It is called woman’s dilemma, for that is what 
confronts American women after two centuries of change in the family and 
in women’s place. 
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Woman’s Dilemma 


The increasingly important role that married women—especially 
mothers now play in the labor force has caused many to wonder about 
where the American family is heading. For years it was almost an axiom of 
feminists and anti-feminists alike that when wives would enter the paid 
work force they would gain not only a sense of personal accomplishment 
but also a new sense of independence within the family that could not help 
altering traditional relationships. While the feminists looked forward to 
such gains, the anti-feminists deplored them. On the basis of what we have 
observed so far, however, neither the hopes of the one nor the fears of the 
other have been borne out. Women’s work in the main is still shaped 
around the family, while the family is still shaped around the work of 
men as has been the case ever since the First Transformation. To that ex¬ 
tent the feminists have been disappointed. Yet the anti-feminists have not 
been proved completely right, either. For the rapid increase in married 
women’s participation in the work force has been accompanied by other 
developments which are more to the liking of feminists. And though the 
connection between the changes in work patterns and the rise of a feminist 
movement in the 1960s is not easy to establish, that there is such a rela¬ 
tionship seems reasonable. Let us look first at the revived feminist move¬ 
ment. What consequences has it had for women and for the future of the 
family in the United States? 

A renewed feminist movement fairly burst upon the nation in the 1960s. 
Few women or men had predicted it, or even thought it likely. The surprise 
derived in substantial part from the over-selling of the suffrage in the first 
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decades of the 20th century. As we have seen already, the suffragists, in 
their desperate effort to gain the vote, had so enlarged the significance of 
the vote as a step in the achievement of women’s equality that, once the 
Nineteenth Amendment was ratified, the tendency among most suffragists 
as well as the public at large was to think that the struggle for women’s 
emancipation was over. 

One sign of the overselling was the dismantling of the great suffrage or¬ 
ganization itself. In its place was formed the League of Women Voters, an 
organization that was, to be sure, made up solely of women, but which ex¬ 
plicitly eschewed taking stands solely on behalf of women. The League 
viewed women first as citizens and only secondarily as a sex in need of op¬ 
portunities. In a sense, the League, like previous social feminist organiza¬ 
tions such as the Women’s Trade Union League and the Consumers’ 
League, was not interested in equalizing opportunities for women. Its 
primary concern was to protect women. Hence during the 1920s and 
1930s it worked with social workers and the government to shape social 
legislation helpful to women. The rationale behind such actions was that 
women were a special, disadvantaged group, more in need of protection 
than equality. And that was the reason that virtually all women’s organiza¬ 
tions during the 1920s and 1930s opposed the Equal Rights Amendment 
to the Constitution, which the National Women’s party pressed upon 
Congress each year beginning in 1923. 

The essential outlook of publicly active women in the decades after the 
achievement of the suffrage was neatly summed up in the activities and 
philosophy of Eleanor Roosevelt, certainly the most prominent woman in 
the nation during the 1930s and 1940s. No other President’s wife in Amer¬ 
ican history has been as socially aware and active as Eleanor Roosevelt, yet 
throughout her career she tailored her role to the traditional conception of 
women as helpmates to their husbands. Rather than simply let the home 
and family be the sole concern of a woman, Eleanor Roosevelt showed —-as 
the social feminists of the 19th century had, too—that the world needed 
the moral power of women as much as the home did. In that way not only 
would the home be protected from outside forces harmful to it, but the 
world Itself would be a better place for all. Like Jane Addams and other 
social feminists before her, Eleanor Roosevelt acknowledged differences 
between the sexes; indeed, it was just because women were different from 
men that they were needed in the world. Women brought to the world 
their own nurturing, warm, and supportive characters. 

Even before Franklin Roosevelt became President, Eleanor Roosevelt 



was active in various social and political causes in New York City and 
New York state. During the 1920s, as later during the 1930s, she 
frequently took positions on social and political matters in advance of 
those of her more politically sensitive, and therefore more cautious, hus¬ 
band. His achievement of the presidency merely gave her a larger arena in 
which to assert her social feminism, Jim Farley, Roosevelt’s Postmaster- 
General, for example, estimated that she personally brought some 4000 
women into various jobs in the Post Office alone as part of her effort to 
include women in government. In order to encourage women reporters she 
did not allow male reporters to attend her press conferences during the 
White House years. After the death of her husband in 1945 she continued 
her active involvement with those interests of women that seemed to flow 
from their special characters as wives and mothers; peace, family relations, 
children, and health. She asserted no feminist ideology or outlook, though 
she offered to millions of women a model of what they could do in the 
world, though married and mothers. (Not all women appreciated the 
model, however, for to many she seemed to be neglecting her family and 
her husband just because she continued her social feminist works.) 

Even without the undeniable influence of Eleanor Roosevelt, the Roose- 
veltian New Deal was an important force in expanding the influence of 
women in public life after suffrage. Thanks to the persistent efforts of an 
active woman politician like Molly Dewson, women gained an increasing 
number of positions within the councils of the Democratic party. In 1936 
Dewson achieved her ambition of placing as many women as men on the 
important Platform Committee. Within the government, under the New 
Deal, a number of women filled important offices, beginning with Frances 
Perkins, a social worker from New York who became Roosevelt’s Secre¬ 
tary of Labor and the first woman to be appointed to the Cabinet. It was 
revealing of attitudes toward feminism and women in those years that, al¬ 
though Perkins was opposed, and often ridiculed because of her sex, she 
did not consider herself a feminist and even refused to recommend public 
office to women. Instead, she made clear that she thought women ought to 
confine themselves to their traditional family roles. Among the other nota¬ 
ble women who served conspicuously in the New Deal agencies were 
Hallie Flanagan, the head of the highly successful Federal Theater, Ruth 
Bryan Owen and Florence Harriman, who were ministers abroad, and 
Judge Florence Allen of the Federal Circuit Court. Moreover, simply be¬ 
cause social workers were so frequently female, when New Deal agencies 
searched for staff, many women were appointed to middle- and lower-level 
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executive jobs throughout the government. But again, the reason was unre¬ 
lated to any drive toward equality. During those years it was generally as¬ 
sumed that the last barrier to women’s emancipation had been leveled with 
the enactment of the suffrage. In fact, the very movement of a woman into 
the Cabinet or into the Federal judiciary seemed to prove that little, if any¬ 
thing, stood in the way of women’s playing as large a role in public life as 
their talents and inclinations allowed. 

A similar conclusion could have been drawn from the continued increase 
of women in the work force, even though, as we have seen, as late as 1940 
less than 15 per cent of married women whose husbands were present then 
worked outside the home. And just because relatively few married women 
worked in the 1930s, the attempts on the part of some states to bar 
married women with husbands from public and other employment had 
little effect upon the total participation of women in the economy. In fact, 
during the 1930s more men were out of work in proportion to their role in 
the labor force than women. Women benefited from the new unionization 
drives of the 1930s, but not because of any feminist outlook on the part of 
either the A.F. of L. or the C.I.O. just so happened that many women 
workers were concentrated in those industries which had not been orga¬ 
nized before, but which, under pressure from the newly formed Committee 
on Industrial Organizations (C.I.O.), were now being brought into the 
labor movement. In sum, by the time of World War II the participation of 
women in the work force had neither revitalized nor sparked a feminist 
outlook among women. Indeed, aside from the National Women’s party, 
which was minuscule in membership, there was no truly feminist organiza¬ 
tion in the whole country. Right down until the late 1960s, in fact, “femin¬ 
ist” was a dirty word, redolent of old maids, “blue-stockings,” and man- 
haters. 

Although the war drew literally millions of women into jobs and into 
the armed forces, no general feminist argument was made in justification. 
The massive movement of women, married as well as an unmarried, into 
the war effort was considered simply a response to an emergency, an activ¬ 
ity that would be abandoned once the demands of the nation’s war effort 
were met. It was in such an ideology-free atmosphere that large numbers 
of vi^omen in the postwar years took up jobs in the civilian economy. 
Ideology was absent, too, when married wom’en began to move in great 
numbers into jobs outside the home in the 1950s. In fact, that was the de¬ 
cade of the baby boom and the new emphasis in the media upon home and 
traditional roles for women. The kickoff for the new attitude was a sensa- 
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tional—and popular—book Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, by Ferdinand 
Lundberg and Marynia Farnham, which appeared in 1947. Lundberg and 
Farnham made a frontal assault on all feminist assumptions, contending 
that women were unrealized and unfulfilled because feminist ideology— 
although almost none was to be seen—had tried to make them into men. 
During the 1950s the attack on women as workers outside the home 
mounted even as the number of married women in the work force rose. 
Historian Lynn White, Jr., then the president of Mills College, published 
his manifesto for a new education for women in 1950, Educating Our 
Daughters. He urged women’s colleges, of which Mills was one, to “shake 
off their subservience to masculine values” and to produce a “distinctively 
feminine curriculum.” By this he meant one geared to what most women 
did after college—that is, to care for home and children. He asked whether 
it was “impossible to present a beginning course in foods as exciting, and 
as difficult to work up after college, as a course in post-Kantian philoso¬ 
phy would be?” He thought it was not, providing the usual home eco¬ 
nomics emphasis upon bread-making and talk of proteins was dropped. 
“Why not study the theory and preparation of Basque paella, of a well- 
marinated shish-kebab. ... A girl majoring in history or chemistry,” he 
thought, “could well find time for one such course which, we may be sure, 
would do much to enliven her own life and that of her family and friends 
for years.” Then he threw in what was to be the clincher: “It is rumored 
that the divorce rate of home economics majors is greatly below that of 
college women as a whole.” Like Farnham and Lundberg, White believed 
that “the tragedy is not that our career-minded higher education has di¬ 
verted some girls from marriage” but much worse than that, it has given 
them attitudes that have “prevented them from flinging themselves into the 
pattern of life which they had chosen. A symptom and a result is the small 
number of children they bear.” In 1958 popular anthropologist Ashley 
Montagu, writing in the Saturday Review, announced that “being a good 
wife, a good mother, in short, a good homemaker is the most important of 
all occupations in the world. ... I put it down as an axiom that no 
woman with a husband and small children can hold a full-time job and be 
a good homemaker at one and the same time.”^ 

Signs that women were following some aspects of the new advice were 
evident in the upswing in the birth rate and in public-opinion surveys. 
Members of the class of ’44, it was reported in the mid-fifties, produced 
more children in ten years than the members of the class of ’21 had borne 
in a quarter of a century. In 1956 the Ladies’ Home Journal published an 
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but the civil rights agitation of the 1960s reminded Americans that with¬ 
out will legal authority was next to useless. The disappointing experience 
of blacks with Federal law, however, was not to be repeated with women, 
who, after all, were a much more numerous and vocal part of the popula¬ 
tion. Women themselves soon laid a social and intellectual basis for com¬ 
pelling the government to enforce the law. Among the several voices that 
helped to create an atmosphere favorable to women’s rights, none was 
more influential and pointed than Betty Friedan’s polemical book The 
Feminine Mystique, which appeared in 1963. 

The book was an angry outburst from a highly intelligent woman who 
suddenly recognized that for too long she had accepted the idea that a 
middle-class woman’s proper place was at home with her children even 
when that role was neither fully satisfying nor totally occupying. Cau¬ 
tiously steering away from an outright feminist argument, Friedan urged 
women to make a life for themselves outside of, and in addition to, their 
homes and families. (Nowhere in the book, significantly, did she call her 
cause “feminist.”) She based her case not upon an appeal to abstract 
equality or feminism, but upon what she called “the problem that has no 
name,”—that is, the sense of frustration and lack of fulfillment many 
educated, middle-class women experienced as housewives. 

Ironically enough, Friedan’s book appeared just at that time in Ameri¬ 
can history when more married women were leaving home for work than 
ever before. Yet, one might say, just because they were, The Feminine 
Mystique was social dynamite. Literally hundreds of thousands of women 
could make a connection between their lives as workers now, after years as 
wives and mothers, with what Friedan was saying. Many men, too, could 
see the connection between the claims of women and those of blacks, to 
whom they were being sensitized every day as the great Civil Rights move¬ 
ment of the 1960s lacerated the nation’s conscience. The Feminine Mys- 
tique was only the first of several similar polemical works which honed to 
excruciating sharpness the case for women’s equality. Among them were 
Alice Rossi’s “Equality Between the Sexes: An Immodest Proposal,” which 
appeared in 1964 in an issue, devoted to women in America, of the pres¬ 
tigious and influential magazine Daedalus; Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics 
(1969); and Shulamith Firestone’s Dialectics of Sex (1970). 

Organizationally, too, the revived feminist movement owed its begin¬ 
nings to Betty Friedan. Out of the royalties and prominence garnered from 
the financial success of the Feminine Mystique, Friedan organized the Na¬ 
tional Organization for Women in the fall of 1966 in Washington, D.C. 



Present at the creation were thirty women and two men. Within a year, 
hundreds of women and men had joined the first truly feminist organiza¬ 
tion since the founding of the National Woman’s party over half a century 
earlier. In a Bill of Rights for Women drawn up in 1967, NOW called 
upon the major political parties to support goals that would become the 
central principles of the women’s movement in the 1970s. The two most 
striking—and most radical—were the advocacy of the Equal Rights 
Amendment and of “the right of women to control their reproductive 
lives.’’ The second, of course, was ambiguous language denoting support 
of abortion as well as birth control. At that time an abortion was illegal in 
every state except when the mother’s life was in danger. 

By 1967, too, young educated women, who had not been especially at¬ 
tracted by Friedan’s obviously middle-class organization, began to awaken 
to the issue of women’s rights. The most dramatic example of that awak¬ 
ening occurred at the left-wing National Conference for a New Politics 
when militant blacks demanded 50 per cent of the seats as a recognition by 
whites of the justice of their cause. When women asked for a comparable 
representation in the light of their being 51 per cent of the population, 
they were summarily turned down. (The black Civil Rights leader Stokely 
Carmichael was reported to have said “the position of women in our 
movement should be prone.”) The result of such relegating of women to 
subordinate places in the movement was that many young woman activists 
now saw the necessity for women to separate their cause from that of 
blacks or any political movement that was not devoted primarily to the 
interests of women. As one of the radical women said at the time of the 
Conference for a New Politics, “We intend to make our own analysis of 
the system, and put our interests first, whether or not it is convenient for 
the (male dominated) Left.”^ Although probably few of the young women 
who had moved into politics because of the Civil Rights movement of the 
1960s knew it, this sudden recognition of the dangers of subordinating the 
cause of women to that of other minorities or policies was not a new' expe¬ 
rience for feminists. A century earlier Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. 
Anthony confronted it at the time of the ratification of the Fourteenth and 
Fifteenth amendments. They were then admonished to remember that 
“This is the Negro’s Hour” and they must not confuse the issue by seeking 
the ballot, too. 

By the opening years of the 1970s a number of organizations dedicated 
to pressing for equality for women had been formed in addition to NOW. 
Among them were the Women’s Equity Action League, established in 1968 
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Congress had passed the amendmem a„d s " ; 

ratification seemed relatively easv to ^ i ,‘hat point 
tures of several dozen states almost • ^^hsh, especially as the legisla- 
1970s, however, one state legislature"!' '^‘elywoted for it. By the middle 
though ratification lacked onfy a handl 

It became evident that the seven-year limit k !' 77^ summer of 1978 
ratification period would expire before anrof'l^^^ “Pon the 

meet to act on the amendment. A quick cal .''^“^“nng states would 
the time of ratification was success! Z T ‘’"'’^‘f °f ^tension of 
debate between proponents and oppone’nts^fS -temonious 

tton was measured in the limiting of ZZt ' The opposi- 

and one-half years. extension to only another three 
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such women was considerably less attractive, however 

essary it might be as a temporary or occasional source of family mco . 
Sociologist Mirra Komarovsky reported in a study of working-class wives 
made af the end of the 1950s that “we find little evidence of f™* 

tion among working-class wives. They accept housewifery, she con¬ 
cluded. She discovered no signs of that sense ‘ VJL eTr 

that had been so prominent among middle-class wives she had studied ear¬ 
lier. A more recent, though impressionistic study 

women conducted by Louise Howe quoted a homemaker in 1970*^^^ 
asserting “that a lot of women are much better off married and ^ 

Tan they would be at some low-paying job and they know this; they ve 
usuluy woAed before, after all. So when they hear some feminjst wrners 
or lawyers or something like that say that jobs are so terrific they know 
that for the average woman that’s a lot of baloney. Lillian Rubin in her 
timrstudy of working-class families in northern CaUforma PO.tn^*- 
that though the marriages which many young women of 'his class w 
netsed among their elders were hardly ideal, matrimony nevertheless often 
seemed better than the alternatives; “a job they hate, mote 7^^" ^ 

oppressive parental roof.” Even when they continued to work after mar 
nage-they considered it temporary. They simply did not see work ou ide 
,ht home as part of their role as they certainly considered it a part of 

'"Demographer Judith Blake has pointed out that a very high proportion 
of women who work in the United States, regardless of 'hoc chiss se 
work as temporary or hope to escape from it at 

show that half or more of working women do not want to work, or des 
prtime jobs. She cited a Harris poll of 1972 in which a 
of women was asked how often they felt that 

who is able to take care of me is much more important to me than making 
It on my own.” Even among women under thirty, 

half said “frequently,” while another 20 per cent said they felt that way 
occasionally. A fourth said “hardly ever.” These data are “ 

studies which show that a substantial proportion of 
1970s, tend to be less happy when their wives work. (Since - wife who 
does not work can usually be expected to devote more time 
band’s comfort, that reaction is not unexpected.) A 1973 survey of famues 
L general found that when a wife worked full-time-that is, as a kind of 
career— 38 per cent of husbands said they were “very happy m 'heir m 
nage’’; when the wives worked part-time the proportion rose to 45 per 




cent, and when the wives were at home the figure went up to 50 per cent. 
In short, for many non-professional women, whether from the working or 
middle classes, work outside the home might well seem to threaten their 
relation with their husbands. Moreover, the individualistic goals behind 
the women’s movement did not have much appeal to them, since the jobs 
they would hold were rarely intrinsically interesting or fulfilling. And, as 
Helena Lopata has shown in her study of modern housewives, many 
middle-class women found deep satisfaction in their families and volunteer 
work. And despite the increased activity of women outside the home, the 
great majority of housewives she studied listed home and family activities 
ahead of any outside work, including church and community endeavors. 
Thus for many women, perhaps a majority, equality of opportunity in 
employment was not a real issue, especially if it seemed to compete with or 
threaten family relations.^ 

If a large proportion of women do not pursue their individuality as far 
as the modern women’s movement counsels, that does not mean that the 
internal relationships within the family are not changing. Indeed, it is the 
thesis of this book that the modern family ever since its emergence at the 
beginning of the 19th century has been changing, often, as we have seen, 
under the influence of women’s push for autonomy and individuality. In 
fact, over the last two centuries the changes within the family have 
frequently aroused alarm and comment. During the late 19th century the 
source of anxiety was the fall in the birth rate of the native, white middle 
class as compared with that of immigrants. And then at the opening of the 
20th century the upsurge in divorce sparked a spirited national debate on 
the imminent demise of the family. In the 1920s and 1930s sociologists 
fretted over the fact that the family no longer seemed to have any eco¬ 
nomic function, such as it presumably had in pre-industrial days. “Even if 
the family doesn t produce thread and cloth and soap and medicine and 
food,’’ sociologist William Ogburn rather defensively wrote in 1928, “it 
can still produce happiness.” In our own time, despair over the future of 
the family has spawned such a mass of lugubrious studies that in 1977 the 
president of the Carnegie Corporation asked in the introduction to a new 
study on the family, “What happened and is happening to the American 
family? Is it still viable?” lo During the early 1970s, radical psychologists 
like R. D. Laing and David Cooper proudly planned for The Death of the 
Family, as Cooper phrased it in a book with that title. They traced ail that 
was wrong with children or society to the allegedly oppressive character of 
the nuclear, overly protective bourgeois family of industrial societies. At 
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the same time, conservative psychologists like Urie Bronfenbrenner blamed 
the family for what was wrong with children and with society, but for just 
the opposite reasons: the family was too permissive, too uninvolved with 
child-rearing and mothering. “America’s families and their children are in 
trouble,” warned Bronfenbrenner in 1972. “Trouble so deep and pervasive 
as to threaten the future of our nation. The source of the trouble is nothing 
less than a national neglect of children and of those primarily engaged in 
their care: America’s parents.” In another article Bronfenbrenner ascribed 
the alienation of the young and the rise of juvenile crime to the increase in 
divorce, working mothers, and the single-parent household. A mother s 
continual presence in the household during a child’s growing up, Bron¬ 
fenbrenner insisted, was essential. He deplored the increasing tendency of 
woraen to be employed away from home even if they had small chil¬ 
dren.And it will be recalled that in 1975 about a third of women with 
children under three years of age were in fact in the work force. 

Radical social critics also found the American family defective. Histo¬ 
rian Christopher Lasch reviewed the 20th-century literature on family soci¬ 
ology and psychology and found it, at the very least, conceptually con¬ 
fused. The argument of some sociologists that the family could divest itself 
of productive functions and still be a significant force in the lives of chil¬ 
dren Lasch thought wrong. “The so-called functions of the family form an 
integrated system,” Lasch contended. Some functions cannot be aban¬ 
doned without affecting all the others detrimentally. “The only function of 
the family that matters is socialization; and when protection, work, and 
instruction in work have all been removed from the home,” he insisted, 
“the child no longer identifies with his parents and internalizes their au¬ 
thority in the same way as before, if indeed he internalizes their authority 
at all.” 

There is no question that over the last two hundred years the family has 
been shedding, one by one, virtually all the functions it fulfilled in previous 
centuries. No longer is the family the principal place of learning for the 
child; it has long since ceased to provide either medical or psychological 
care, except of the most trivial kinds. Members of the family who need 
such help usually seek it elsewhere. It has been a century or more at least 
since religious life was centered at the family hearth or dinner table. Al¬ 
most as many years have passed since the family ceased to be an economic 
unit in which members worked together to earn a collective living. The 
principal function of the modern family, at least over the last century and 
a half, has been to rear children and provide a haven, a place of rest, 
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refreshment, and spiritual replenishment for its members. A sociologist put 
it well in the 1920s when he wrote that the function of the family was to 
“provide the best care for children, furnish a humanely satisfying affec- 
tional relationship and contribute to the personality development of 
parents and offspring.” 

Modern critics of the family often deplore this loss of functions, but it is 
not at all clear that the loss has been severe or even important. It is quite 
possible that divestiture of functions has been a gain in that it has permit¬ 
ted a concentration upon the primary functions of the family without the 
distractions that must have occurred when the family was expected to be 
doctor, farmer, manufacturer, food preserver, tailor, baker, and carpenter 
as well as a source of affection, spiritual comfort, and teacher of values. 
To be everything may come close to being nothing. Once it is assumed that 
the primary function of the family is to provide love, support to children, 
and affection between spouses, it might be said that the modern family, 
unlike those of earlier ages, is for the first time free to perform its primary 
purposes without internal distraction. It is possible, in short, that not 
much of value has been lost at all. 

In any event, at least one of the so-called lost functions seems to be re¬ 
turning. It is true that family members in industrial America have not 
worked in a common economic enterprise as most persons did when the 
typical family lived on a farm. Yet today, after the Second Transformation 
in women s work, it is hardly accurate to consider most wives as non¬ 
producers. After all, almost half of American married women are now 
employed at some job outside the home. And in 1975 only about a third of 
families in which both spouses were present was the husband the sole 
breadwinner. (As recently as 1950, 56 per cent of such families counted 
the husband as the only earner.) Moreover, as productive workers out¬ 
side the home, married women are no less than in earlier times earners for 
the family. They work to contribute to the family, not to increase their in¬ 
dividuality. In that way, at least, it is possible to view the new pattern of 
work for married women as a return to the pre-industrial one. In fact, En¬ 
glish sociologists Michael Young and Peter Willmott have been so im¬ 
pressed with the similarity between the old, pre-industrial family and the 
new pattern of work for married women that they have coined a term to 
differentiate the two. Because they see the modern family as more egali¬ 
tarian in the internal relationship between husband and wife they call it 
the symmetrical family” to distinguish it from the male-dominated (patri¬ 
archal) family of previous centuries. They recognize what is true for the 
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American equivalent of the symmetrical family—namely, that, though hus¬ 
band and wife may still not be fully equal, they are more so than ever 
before, in part at least because the wife is employed. Most women, in 
short,, are clearly productive members of the family today, even though 
they may not be independent. But then in the pre-industrial patriarchal 
family women were not independent, either. Finally, although the family 
of the 20th century may have changed in this respect from that of the 
19th, its essential nature, which first became apparent in the early 19th 
century, has not altered. Women are still the primary child-rearers, even 
when they work, and the purpose of their work, in the main, is to support 
and advance the family, not to realize themselves as individuals. 

There is another way in which the family today has changed while still 
retaining the essential features that emerged in the early 19th century. Af¬ 
fection between spouses and the love and care of children are still at the 
center of the modern family in America. But by the second half of the 20th 
century the center of gravity of the family has shifted from children to 
spouses. The cause for the change is at least twofold. One is that people of 
both sexes now live longer than ever before, and the other is that women 
now bear fewer children and have them closer together. A century ago, for 
instance, the average woman spent about twenty years in child-bearing 
and child-rearing—that is, until age 42, when her last child went off to 
school. Those years constituted about 51 per cent of her married life 
because the average husband died at age 56. By the middle of the 20th cen¬ 
tury, however, with fewer children and greater longevity for herself and 
her husband, a woman spent less than 20 per cent of her married life in 
such activities. Moreover, a century ago the average husband died two 
years before the average age of marriage of the family’s youngest child. 
Thus, for most husbands and wives, there were at most only a few years 
together after family responsibilities had been met. During the second half 
of the 20th century, however, a husband’s death, on the average, does not 
occur until he is almost 68, which, again on the average, is twenty years 
after the marriage of the couple’s last child. Modern parents, in short, can 
expect a quarter of a century of life together without children at all—not 
to mention some forty years without small children. Surely this is quite a 
different intra-familial experience than Americans have known during 
most of the nation’s history. (Women today can also expect some ten years 
of widowhood, on the average, as against a mere four years a century 
ago.) 

This long period during which couples live by themselves without chil- 
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dren is so recent a social development that its meaning for the family has 
barely been studied at all. Some jaundiced observers have implied that an 
upsurge in marital disruptions will occur once the prop of children has 
fallen away. But figures as late as 1969 still show that the highest divorce 
ra,tes are among ages 20 to 24, and there is no sign as yet of a rise among 
the so-called “empty nest” age groups. In fact, studies of marital happiness 
by age report that couples identify their period of greatest happiness as 
that after the children have left home for good. The years of child-rearing, 
on the other hand, are usually reported by parents as a time of tension and 
dissatisfaction, rather than of greatest happiness. 

If one side of the modern family was that it provided an intense emo¬ 
tional ambience and support for its members, that gain carried a price: it 
could be lost. For if marriage was the ideal relationship and the home the 
ideal sanctuary, as so much of 19th-century advice literature insisted, then 
when marriage and family were disrupted the pain inflicted was that much 
greater. And for over a century now Americans have been aware of and 
worried about their rising divorce rate, which indeed has long been among 
the world’s highest. Paradoxically, one reason divorces have become in¬ 
creasingly common is just that Americans have invested so heavily in mar¬ 
riage and family: when expectations are so high, it is inevitable that they 
will not be fully achieved. Even more important as a source of marital 
disruption is that modern marriage—that is, the kind which emerged at the 
end of the 18th century—has placed an increasingly heavy emphasis upon 
affection between spouses. When the family provided education, medical 
care, subsistence, and work, as well as love and companionship, divorce or 
separation was hardly the first thing one thought of when disagreements 
broke out between spouses. But when love is the purpose as well as the 
cement of marriage, a diminution of affection naturally leads to thoughts 
of dissolution. For what can be the justification of a modern marriage 
when love and companionship have fled? Moreover, as the opportunities 
for work for women increased, the practicality of escaping from an un¬ 
satisfactory marriage improved for women. And insofar as husbands ob¬ 
jected to their wives’ working, that, too, has increased the likelihood of 
divorce. At least one modern study has reported that as a wife’s earnings 
increase so do the probabilities of marital break-up. The marriage least 
likely to disrupt is one in which a husband is clearly the sole breadwinner. 

Today, the divorce rate in the United States is the highest in the world. 
Yet even that measure of the ease with which marriages are disrupted in 
this country does not tell the full story. In 1940, for example, there were 



twice as many married persons living apart from spouses as there were 
people listing themselves as divorced. And subsequent study found that the 
great proportion of those who were separated remained so. There is no 
reason to believe that the rate of separation has come down, though easier 
divorce laws may have reduced it somewhat. {The effect of changes in the 
law can be easily exaggerated, however. When California introduced a no¬ 
fault divorce law in the 1970s the rate of divorces spurted upward, but 
then fell back to the previous level.) 

Divorce obviously has different meanings for the persons involved. For 
women seeking, escape from an oppressive marriage, divorce offers a fem¬ 
inist solution, as we have noted already. For women without a means of 
support, divorce can be a traumatic experience. For women who are moth¬ 
ers, divorce usually imposes new and heavy burdens, and it affects most 
seriously a third party, the children. Divorce has its heartaches for men, 
too, but, since most men do not receive the children in a marital breakup 
and the great majority of men have jobs, the impact of divorce upon men 
generally is less severe than upon women or children. 

The most obvious measure of the severity of the impact of divorce on 
women and children is that families headed by women are among the 
poorest in the country. In 1973, some 45 per cent of all families identified 
as living in poverty in the United States were headed by a woman. (More 
than half of all children living in poverty were in women-headed house¬ 
holds.) Moreover, the number of mother-headed households is rising be¬ 
cause more women with children are being divorced. In 1940 about 30 per 
cent of all white women who had been married and then had their union 
disrupted were childless. By 1970 the childless constituted only 18 per 
cent. Today, it would appear, women are more likely to take on the re¬ 
sponsibility of children after divorce than they were earlier. In 1970, some 
77 per cent of white women and 85 per cent of black women with children 
but without husbands maintained their own households. Yet as recently as 
1940 only 45 per cent of white women and 40 per cent of black women 
did.^^‘ 

Today more and more marriages that break up include children. For 
most of the history of divorce in the United States, the average number of 
children involved had been declining. In 1867, the earliest date for reliable 
national figures, the average number of children in a divorce in which 
children were involved was 2.1. But by 1900 the average was down to 
1.87 children, and in 1932 it had decined further to 1.74. Considering the 
general fall in the birth rate that decline was to be expected. Less expected, 




however, has been the rise in the average since 1945. By 1955 the average 
number of children was 1.92, the highest since 1886. By 1967 the figure 
was 2.18 or slightly higher than that registered a century earlier.When it 
is remembered that today couples have much more reliable methods of fer¬ 
tility control than couples in the 19th century, it would seem that modern 
Americans are not waiting to see how their marriage works out before 
having children. 

The obvious effect is that, as far as children are concerned, more of 
them are being touched by divorce than ever before. Throughout the his¬ 
tory of marriage, even before divorce became important, large numbers of 
children have had to suffer the loss of a parent through death. In fact, as 
we saw in Chapter VII, until very recently death was much more likely to 
remove a parent than divorce. As late as 1940, for example, over twice as 
many children lost, a parent from death as from divorce. Not until 1965 
did divorce surpass death as a cause for the loss of a parent. Thereafter, 
however, divorce has surged ahead. In 1970, for instance, some 60 per 
cent of children who lost a parent that year did so because of divorce. 
Consequently, that year only about 70 per cent of white children under 18 
years of age were still living with their two natural parents who had been 
married only once. Among black children only 45 per cent were. It has 
been estimated that of children born in 1970, nearly 40 per cent of them 
will experience life in a one-parent household sometime before they reach 
18 years of age.^® 

It is just this rising proportion of disrupted homes that gives substance 
to the fear that the modern American family is falling apart and failing to 
do its job. Yet, as sociologist Mary Jo Bane has pointed out, the effects of 
divorce on children are not clearly established. The adverse affects that 
past studies have turned up may well be consequences of poverty in con¬ 
junction with marital break-up rather than the result of divorce alone. 
Moreover, there is some evidence that children adjust fairly quickly to the 
discontinuities of divorce. From the standpoint of the children, an end to 
an unhappy marriage is probably preferable to living in a household char¬ 
acterized by tension and acrimony. 

Despite the continued rise in divorce, however, there seems every reason 
to anticipate that both marriage and family will persist in the United 
States. For one thing, most marriages, despite the viewers with alarm, do 
not end in divorce—at least not yet. Moreover, marriage in the United 
States seems to be more popular than ever before. In 18th-century An¬ 
dover, for example, about 10 per cent of women never married, even 
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though at that time a woman had almost no alternatives to marriage. And, 
as we saw in an earlier chapter, between 10 and 11 per cent of women 
born in the last four decades of the 19th century failed to marry. Thereaf¬ 
ter the proportion began to fall. Almost 95 per cent of women born be¬ 
tween 1921 and 1925 had already married by age 50. Presumably a few 
more would marry after that. The proportion of Americans of both sexes 
who marry—between 90 and 95 per cent—may well be the highest pro¬ 
portion possible, given the difficulties of bringing compatible persons 
together. 

Even if the marriage rate is not the highest possible, it is certainly the 
highest in the world. In 1960 only one country came even close to the 
United States in the proportion of either sex of marriageable age who mar¬ 
ried. That country was Germany, where 81.1 per cent of males married, as 
compared with 88.2 per cent in the United States. But the high proportion 
for German males was a special case, being a function of the depleting ef¬ 
fects of the war on the male population. This can be seen in that only 53.3 
per cent of German women married as against 73.5 per cent of American 
women. In Spain that same year the marriage rate for men was 58.3 per 
cent and 45.9 per cent for women. Aside from the Germans, the closest 
any nation came to the marriage rate for males in the United States were 
the Japanese, with 75.1 per cent.^® 

Americans also lead the industrialized world in the youth of those who 
marry, a further sign of the popularity of marriage in this country. For 
most of American history prior to the 20th century, the age of marriage 
among men hovered around 25 and 26 years and around 22 for women. 
During the 20th century, however, the age has fallen, especially for men. 
In 1955, for example, the median age of marriage for men was 22, and 20 
for women. In 1974 over 40 per cent of all 20-year-old women were al¬ 
ready married. What is particularly striking about the low age of marriage 
among Americans is that the United States, of all the industrialized na¬ 
tions, also has the highest proportion of young people in higher education, 
a pattern that ought to raise, rather than lower the age of first marriage. 
Although there can be no dou^t that these figures measure the popularity 
of raarriage today among Americans, it ought also to be acknowledged 
that they probably also measure the unrealistic expectations of young 
Americans. As all statistics demonstrate, teenage marriages are especially 
prone to breakdown. 

Finally, the popularity of marriage among modern Americans is most 
strikingly demonstrated by the high rate of remarriage among both sexes. 




In 1970 only 3.6 per cent of divorced men aged 35-44 and only 5.5 per 
cent of divorce women of those ages had not remarried. Most divorced 
persons remarry within five years, and most keep themselves married: very 
few Americans have more than two marriages. Particularly striking during 
the 20th century is the rise in the rate of remarriage among women after 
widowhood or divorce. In 1910, for example, only 28.7 per cent of 
women between 50 and 54 who had lost their spouses remarried. In 1970 
the rate of remarriage among the same age group was up to 45.2 per cent. 
What is notable about these particular figures is that the rise coincides 
rather closely with the movement of married women into the work force 
after 1950. As late as 1940 the proportion of the 50—54 age group who 
remarried was no more than 31.3 per cent, or an increase of less than three 
percentage points in the previous thirty years. But in the thirty years after 
1940 the increase was almost 14 percentage points.^^ Sinpe those were the 
years in which married women were entering the work force in large num¬ 
bers, the coincidence suggests that the motive behind the upsurge in remar¬ 
riage reflected the widened horizons of married women as a result of their 
working; they found husbands more easily, or at least were prepared to 
look for them! In any case, it does suggest that a husband’s support was 
not the primary reason for the increase. 

Because the remarriage rate is keeping pace with the divorce rate it 
follows that Americans are not rejecting marriage. When a particular mar¬ 
riage fails to meet their needs they end it, but continue to search for a bet¬ 
ter one. Moreover, as sociologist Kingsley Davis has pointed out, “they 
would rather risk a poor first marriage than to postpone marriage and they 
would rather get a divorce early than to continue a bad marriage.” 22 Mar¬ 
riage as an institution may not be in the process of repudiation among 
Americans, but increasingly it is being shaped to individualistic purposes. 
For what the figures on divorce and remarriage tell us is that, among the 
increasing number of Americans whose marriages break up, the primary 
concern seems to be individual satisfactions; only secondarily are the inter¬ 
ests of children or the endurance of an earlier decision about family forma¬ 
tion taken into consideration. This change in priorities for children will be 
looked at again later in this chapter, for it suggests that an important alter¬ 
ation in the family since the 19th century may be in process. 

Young women’s attitudes toward marriage may also be changing, pri¬ 
marily because of the new opportunities that have recently been opened to 
women and the general influence of the women’s movement. Sociological 
studies of age at first marriage show that when economic or job opportu- 
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However much the lives and even values of young men and women of this 
class may differ, she continued, “both are tied closely to marriage and par¬ 
enthood.” For most people, Rubin asserted more generally, “the issue is 
not whether the family has a future, but what that future will be like. For 
after all the questions are asked and the speculations are done, the unsha- 
keable reality remains: most Americans of all classes still live in families 
and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future at least.” Sociologist 
Kingsley Davis, writing in 1972, was no less convinced than Rubin that 
Americans, on the basis of their behavior, are firmly wedded to the family. 
The birth rate may be falling, he observed, but that does not mean the line 
will run off the bottom of the chart. Rather than comparing present-day 
urban birth rates with those in pre-industrial or rural days, as demo¬ 
graphers and other worriers about the state of the family generally do, 
Davis advised that we should remember what the ordinary American well 
knows: behind all the abstract figures on the chart are real babies, and no 
society has ever done without them. It is unlikely that Americans will be 
the first. 

Psychologist Jerome Kagan predicts the continuance of the family for 
related reasons. He recently observed that, although modern young people 
may have drifted far from their families, they have found no other institu¬ 
tion to replace the family. Without other groups to rely on, modern youth 
has greater freedom and “minimal constraints on autonomy of action,” 
but the price is “loneliness and the unavailability of any person or group in 
which to invest strong emotion. It is for this reason that marriage and the 
creation of a new family are likely to experience a recrudescence in the 
West. We take as an axiom,” Kagan continues, “that the self resists deper¬ 
sonalization. As modern environments make a sense of potency and indi¬ 
vidual effectiveness more difficult to attain, freedom from all affective in¬ 
volvements becomes more and more intolerable. Involvement with a 
family is the only viable mechanism available to satisfy that hunger.” 

Looking at the modern family from the perspective of the last century, 
sociologist Peter Uhlenberg is no less sanguine about its future. After not¬ 
ing the rise in divorces and other signs of familial instability, he points out 
that in the 1970s a greater proportion of American women who reach 50 
years of age achieve what today is thought to be the expected pattern of 
life than was true for women born as recently as 1870. (The expected pat¬ 
tern is that a woman and her husband are alive and married when the last 
child leaves the home to marry or pursue a career.) For men today that sit¬ 
uation would also be true; moreover, the percentage of men who never 
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possible, though much less common, for a woman to have the primary ca¬ 
reer, with the man following with his. But that option still leaves one per¬ 
son’s career opportunity unequal.) Some modern career couples have 
modified this practice by taking turns in moving from job to job as op¬ 
portunities arise. If the moves are made in strict rotation, both may lose 
out in the long run, at least as measured by achievement at high level 
posts. Yet as a way of combining career and family that model may well 
prove a serviceable solution for professional couples who cherish family as 
much as career success. In a variant of this model, couples live apart some¬ 
times in different cities located in different states—-for a portion of the 
week or year in order that each may be free to pursue job opportunities. 
Again, personal, not to mention financial, costs are high, though for high 
income couples with flexible and adjustable personalities, it is surely af¬ 
fordable. 

Up to now nothing has been said about children, though obviously they 
are the heart of the problem of reconciling family and career. If both 
parents have careers—or full-time jobs, for that matter—who takes care of 
the children? If the answer is that both do—share and share alike—then 
both careers or jobs may suffer, and the result will be a compromise com¬ 
parable with that worked out by the couples who alternated in their career 
moves. If both parents share in child-rearing, then both parents probably 
will sacrifice full success in the interest of family, too. And that, also, may 
become a recognized solution for many couples with children. 

But long before that point is reached, the question of the husband s 
willingness to accept such a limitation on his own career or job will have 
to be faced. At this stage in the analysis, the problem is no longer peculiar 
to professional or career couples; it applies equally to any couple in which 
both parents want to work full-time. Michael Young and Peter Willmott, 
in their book The Symmetrical Family, refer to each parent m such a fam¬ 
ily as having two jobs rather than one. Under the old order in the 19th 
century, they note, the wife took care of the children and the household 
while the husband’s job was outside the home. Then in the 20th century, 
as married women entered the paid work force, wives in effect took on a 
second job, while husbands continued to fill only one. But in a symmetrical 
family, as Young and Willmott see it, when husband and wife share house 
and child care as well as having jobs outside, each has two jobs. 

When Young and Willmott wrote their book, they were optimistic bout 
the future of the symmetrical family, but so far, in the United States at 
least, that optimism has a thin basis in fact. As we saw in Chapter XVII, 
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the general record of husbands’ assuming household tasks, not to mention 
baby care, is pretty poor. There have been recent efforts, to be sure, to 
show that men have a kind of “paternal instinct,” which encourages many 
men to want to share the care of children with their wives. James A. 
Levine, in his recent book Who Will Raise the Children?, provides some 
encouraging examples of male involvement in child-rearing. Yet even Le¬ 
vine has to admit that attempts to institutionalize and thereby encourage 
such behavior more broadly among fathers have been less than successful. 
For instance, he notes that though the Board of Education in New York 
City grants about two thousand maternity leaves each year, in the two 
years since September 1973, when men first became eligible for child-care 
leaves, only eight such leaves have been taken by fathers. In Seattle only 
one father has taken a child-rearing leave, and in Berkeley, California, 
where all municipal employees are eligible for such leaves, at the time 
Levine wrote not a single father had taken up the opportunity to stay 
home with his child. 

Sociologist Mirra Komarovsky found that, though many American col¬ 
lege men in the early 1970s said they believed in egalitarian marriages, 
they actually expected their wives to stay home to rear the children. They 
were willing to help, she reported, but certain tasks like diapering, wash¬ 
ing, or cleaning they thought should not be expected of them. Jessie Ber¬ 
nard, another sociologist of the family, thought in 1972 that she saw signs 
of change in men’s willingness to assume the care of children. In support 
of her contention she cited evidence from a popular TV show in 1970. But 
in subsequent years the evidence has been rather more negative than posi¬ 
tive; there just have not been any signs that men are undertaking child care 
in substantial numbers or that they want to. As Lillian Rubin reported in 
her study of young white working-class families, men may help around the 
house, but they invariabley see such help as just that, not as responsi¬ 
bilities. “With all the talk about the changing structure of family roles,” 
Rubin wrote, “a close look reveals that when it comes to the division of 
labor in the family, it’s still quite traditional. Over and over, that’s the 
story; He does man’s work, she does woman’s work.”^*^ In sum, if there is 
a strong desire on the part of men to share in child-rearing, it has not been 
very evident nor widely developed on any class level. 

Sociologist William J. Goode has explained that the differences in atti¬ 
tudes and behavior regarding gender equality may be little more than ap¬ 
parent between working- and middle-class men. “Lower-class men concede 
fewer rights ideologically than their women in fact obtain and the more 
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educated men are likely to concede more rights ideologically than they in 
fact grant. One partial resolution of the latter tension,” Goode noticed, “is 
to be found in the frequent assertion from families of professional men 
that they should not make demands which would interfere with his work: 
He takes precedence as a professional, not as family head or as male; nev¬ 
ertheless, the precedence is his. By contrast, lower-class men demand defer¬ 
ence as men, as heads of families.” 

Nor have men in other industrial societies been more interested in per¬ 
sonally bringing up children. One sociologist reported that, though it is 
Swedish government policy to enlist men in work at day-care centers, she 
did not find in visiting two dozen of such institutions in 1973 more than a 
single man at any of them, and even so most of the men were either consci¬ 
entious objectors or older men.^^ Sweden, in short, also has had difficulty 
in tapping the “paternal instinct.” 

Another alternative to women as sole child-rearers, and the option most 
commonly advocated, is some form of institutional arrangement that 
would permit women to pursue work away from their children. Such insti¬ 
tutional child care, usually under government auspices, has been the prin¬ 
cipal answer of feminists and other advocates of the expansion of career 
and vi^ork opportunities for women. The advocacy has been very recent, 
however. For as we have seen in earlier pages, prior to 1940 very few 
friends of women were prepared to defend the employment of mothers of 
small children, unless necessity compelled her to work. In some respects, 
Americans have come a long way toward recognizing the hard facts of life 
for many women—namely, that most married women now work and for 
reasons considerably more substantial than the need for “pin money.” 
There was a time, and not so remote, either, when no income tax deduc¬ 
tions were allowed to working mothers for child care on the ground that 
such a concession would encourage women to work outside the home! Yet 
at that time—in the 1950s—millions of mothers of small children were al¬ 
ready working. But if that particular refusal to face the facts of women’s 
work has now passed, the overall situation has not altered much. Ameri¬ 
can governments are still reluctant to establish child-care centers, even 
though it is well recognized that over a third of children under school age 
are in families in which the mother is employed. 

Part of the reason for that reluctance, it is necessary to recognize, is that 
most working mothers seem to be wary of institutional child care. It is felt, 
apparently, to be intrinsically inadequate. A study made in 1958, for ex¬ 
ample, found that only 2 per cent of children under 12 years of age of 
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working mothers were in group-care units. The author of the study con¬ 
cluded, therefore, that such care was primarily an expenditure of upper- 
income families. A more detailed study made in 1965 of working mothers 
with at least one child under 14 reported that almost 46 per cent of the 
children were cared for at home—usually by fathers or by outsiders com¬ 
ing into the home. Another 16 per cent of the children were supervised in 
another home, and only 2.3 per cent of the mothers placed their children 
in a group-care center. Almost 88 per cent of the children under the age of 
six were cared for either in the home of the working mother or in the 
home of someone else. Less than 6 per cent were placed in a day-care cen¬ 
ter. Finally, a study in 1971 found only slight change in the pattern of 
parental behavior in this regard since 1965. At that date about 8 per cent 
of white working women placed their children in day-care centers; 15 per 
cent of black working women did. Well over half—56 per cent—of white 
working women used care at home by family members or others.^^ 

A friend of the day-care-center solution might well argue that this lim¬ 
ited recourse by mothers to such care stemmed from a dearth of facilities 
rather than from a lack of parental interest. But surveys of parental prefer¬ 
ences and other signs suggest that cannot be the main reason. Regardless 
of quality, institutional care never is high on lists of parental preferences. 
Even more significant as a measure of how parents feel are the results of 
experiments with low-cost, high-quality institutional care. In all the in¬ 
stances studied, the parental response has been lower than expected. At 
Gary, Indiana, for example, the highest enrollment of children was 15 per 
cent of eligible preschoolers. In experiments where subsidies were offered, 
the results were much the same. And even group-care centers located at the 
work site of the mother, comparable with those widely established in some 
European countries, have not attracted the interest of working mothers. 

Such a history has caused one authority on institutional child care to 
conclude in 1977 that “evidence accumulates to indicate much less interest 
on the part of parents in formal day-care centers than the public debate 
implies.” Apparently the majority of mothers prefer to leave their children 
with relatives or known friends. Other professionals in the field are now 
becoming much less sanguine about child-care centers as quality institu¬ 
tions, for, to provide care of the level of quality that a mother as an indi¬ 
vidual routinely provides in her home, day-care centers would have to be 
much more lavishingly funded than the society or the majority of parents 
is either able or willing to do. To pay for quality care, sociologist Mary Jo 
Bane has recently estimated, might well consume half the income of a 
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obviously, but certainly not exclusively apparent between women and chil¬ 
dren. One measure of it is the enduring debate over child-care centers and 
working mothers. In fact, the whole field of child psychology rests upon 
the assumption that the close supervision by a mother is indispensable for 
a child’s successful passage into adulthood. Certainly that has been the 
burden of the widely influential work of John Bowlby during the 1960s, to 
mention only the best known. It has been recently and forcefully pressed 
upon us in Selma Fraiberg’s book Every Child’s Birthright: In Defense of 
Mothering. Her confidence in her position is almost unlimited. “In this 
century,” she tells us, “we have come into knowledge about children and 
the constitution of personality that can be fairly placed among the greatest 
scientific discoveries in history.” The field of child study, in short, will 
provide little help in resolving the dilemma that confronts working moth¬ 
ers. On the contrary, it is likely to make more difficult the achieving of any 
further recognition of women’s interest in activity outside the home. 

The recognition and the realization of women’s individuality in work 
will be difficult for an even more profound reason. The central values of 
the modern family stand in opposition to these that underlie women s 
emancipation. Where the women’s movement has stood for equality, the 
family historically has denied or repudiated equality. For even in the com¬ 
panionate family of the 19th and 20th centuries, hierarchy has prevailed 
among father, mother, and children. Few families have treated them 
equally or assumed them to be equal, even today. Where the women’s 
movement has called for a recognition of individualism, the family has in¬ 
sisted upon subordination of individual interests to those of the group. 
Even fathers have been expected to share their earnings with the other 
family members and to shape their lives to such an extent as to provide a 
living for the whole family. And, finally, where the women’s movement 
has asked for a person to be judged on merit, the family has denied merit 
as a. basis of membership, approval, or love. Indeed, the great appeal of 
the family has been that it accepts members simply because they are born 
into the group and not because of what they may achieve or contribute. 

To point to these obvious contradictions is but another way of saying 
that the great values for which the family stands are at odds not only with 
those of the women’s movement, but also with those of today s world. 
Democracy, individualism, and meritocracy, the values most closely iden¬ 
tified with the last two centuries of Western history, are conspicuous by 
their absence from the family, even with its present modifications. Just 
because these modern values have been absent from the family, some com- 
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mentators have called for the end of the family, or at least have predicted 
its dissolution on the ground that it is anachronistic. 

But that conclusion is based upon only half the evidence, so to speak. 
For if the family, unlike the women’s movement, does not reflect modern 
values, it does embody values that inhere in great social movements like 
nationalism, ethnicity, racial allegiance, and the great religions of the 
world. For those movements extol hierarchy and scorn equality and meri¬ 
tocracy. The family, in short, like the great traditional movements, is an 
anti-individualistic institution. In fact, its denial of individualism is the 
source of the family’s strong attraction for many men and women today. 
For at least two centuries the best known alternative to the individualism, 
competitiveness, and egoism that infuse the modern, industrial and urban 
world has been the family. That has been its strongest appeal as individ¬ 
ualism spread from country to country in the wake of commercial and in¬ 
dustrial capitalism. As an ideal, at least, the family was truly a “haven in a 
heartless world,” to use the title of Christopher Lasch’s recent book. That 
is also why all the great utopian visions of the 19th and 20th centuries 
from Marxism, which is the most familiar, to the hippies of yesterday, 
have taken the family as their model of human order. In the face of an in¬ 
dividualistic market economy, the family has seemed the epitome of true 
humanity and interrelatedness. The very slogan of Communism—“from 
each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs”—is not only 
the antithesis of a market economy’s conception of human relations, but 
the central principle of family life. In short, aside from the evidence that 
Americans still consider the family a central institution in their lives, the 
very values for which it has stood over the years suggest that it will en¬ 
dure. 

Simply because the family is deeply imbedded in American life and is un¬ 
likely to fade away, tension between it and the individual interests of 
women was inevitable. For some two centuries now, Americans have seen 
that tension rising. Most recently, with the movement into work of mar¬ 
ried women and particularly with the rise of the women’s movement, the 
tension has reached a new height. Philosophically and practically the fam¬ 
ily and women’s individuality are difficult to reconcile. Many women 
today find the realization of themselves as persons impossible to achieve 
within a family situation. Yet most women still consider a family rela¬ 
tionship as more important to them than the realization of their own indi¬ 
viduality. Obviously, how any individual woman perceives her future is up 
to her. The family, after all, is at bottom nothing more than a relation be- 


tween a man and a woman and their offspring. What they work out for 
themselves as a mutually satisfying relation today depends in large part 
upon them. For some people that will mean a continuation of the es¬ 
tablished relation, with perhaps an opportunity for the woman to work 
outside the home, thou^ for supportive rather than individualistic ends. 
For others it may mean abandoning family entirely in pursuit of com¬ 
plete individual fulfillment. The ideal goal, it would seem, would be one 
in which the values of family and the realization of women’s individ¬ 
uality could be reconciled. 

Will it be possible for women and men to work out some arrange- 
n^ents—call it family or something else—in which these two goals can be 
realized? Or must the historic drive for women’s individuality stop short of 
full realization in the name of children, husband, and family? Never before 
has the tension been so evident or the room for maneuver so narrow. After 
two hundred years of development, both the future of the family and the 
fulfillment of women as persons are at odds as never before. Presumably a 
resolution will come in something less than another two centuries. 
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